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Abstract
This paper is produced to support my thesis show Muta Poesis. I have over the last two years
sought through the use of photography to visualize the subject of death. I attempt to capture
the emotive aspects of the subject of death, achieving this through the loss of natural daylight
which is only apparent within the final photographic print. Within this paper I put forward the
research that has become the basis for my studio practice. I explore the subject of death from
the Medieval period through to the Victorian period, covering the historical evolution of death
imagery and photography. I also explore contemporary death photography, in order to better
situate my own photographic work within contemporary art practices. In conclusion of the
paper I explain the influences on my understanding and exploration of death related imagery.
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Introduction
To see is to look, to look to observe. To observe, to begin to question.
Only once we question can we begin to understand.
Hence, though I may not know the answers, the questions are worth asking.
Unknown

In my work, I do not try to visualize death, but the emotive aspects that surround it.
Through the medium of photography, I try to evoke and retain some small fragment of the
presence of death I experience in vacant morgues and in my subsequent viewing of the pho
tographs themselves. In a sense my work is about the intangibility of death. This exploration
has its basis with the past, for the photograph is in my opinion an evolution of the medieval
Memento Mori. The photographs are not to remind one of death, but to act as an entrance for
the viewer to begin to step beyond their immediate space.
Within my work, light is most important aspect, for without it I could never begin to
express my interpretations of death. Death is present through the absence of natural daylight
in my photographs. Which is visibly present in the spaces I chose to photograph that I for
mulate the aesthetic experience present in my work. I deal with a truth, the places are real, the
photographs are an emulation of something that exists in the intangible realm of my mind. It
is the play

of light in the spaces that allows me to experience the subject of death,question

ing at once its presence and absence. In essence there is no conclusion to what I explore, it
will continue, evolve, fracturing itself into many facets. It is the process of this exploration
and the experience that is more important.
The exploration and questioning of death is something I have contemplated for many
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years. It is only recently that I have explored the subject of death more seriously, attempting
to visualize the intangibility of it by using photography. I have always been interested in death,
this stems from a predilection of Romantic themes in art and literature. My work is influenced
by this attraction to literature and this is evidenced with the attempt to visualize the emotive
aspects of death.
This paper is presented as a summary of the research I have conducted over the last
two years. Specifically exploring the subject of death in relation to photography and its posi
tion within nineteenth century Victorian culture. With the discussion of the subject of death
photography, it is historically addressed from the use of mourning portraits to the more con
temporary explorations of documenting death. It is through researching the evolution of
death-inspired art and literature, I have had the opportunity to further explore my own feel
ings and ideas related to death photography. This in turn has become the basis for my studio
practice.
Chapter one sets out the historical background relevant to my research; it begins with
the Memento Mori and continues with the exploration of death-inspired art in the
Renaissance; concluding with the beginnings of photography and the Victorian use of the
Daguerreotype as an object of mourning.
Chapter two is the examination and exploration of the death-inspired work of several
contemporary photographers: Jeffrey Silverthome (1947-); Joel-Peter Witkin (1939-); Andres
Serrano (1950-), and Sue Fox (c.1970-). Each photographer uses the medium of photography
to explore and capture their own respective interpretations of death. This is contrasted with
my own work through the interpretation of the absent presence of death within photographic
images.
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Chapter three is a discussion of my work. This chapter demonstrates why I chose to
photograph morgues. By doing so, how I visualize the intangible aspects of death. Which
allow me to experience certain emotions associated through the removal of natural daylight.
In this chapter, I also explain the importance of the language of Romantic writers and poets
and the importance of my Irish culture. In closing, I endeavor to situate my own work within
contemporary photographic practices, while at the same time being aware that I approach a
subject that is never ending. There is no conclusion to my investigation. I believe my work
will continue the attempt to investigate the subject of death.
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Chapter 1: Memento Mori
In this chapter I will be addressing the historical positioning of death related imagery.
This will be explored primarily with Medieval Memento Mori. The exploration of the con
cepts of fame and art and the individualization of man in the High Renaissance. This is
addressed in the relationship between the portrait and the mourning portrait. The Victorians
conclude the chapter with their use of photography to ‘secure the shadow ere the substance
fade’.
Death, its meaning and expression has changed significantly over history. In Medieval
times death was a common element of everyday life and therefore its malevolence was muted.
As a result o f the Bubonic Plague (c. 1347-1350 A.D.), the beginnings of “the most vivid and
pervasive death imagery in art” (Carter, 1990, p. 7). were to be found, and subsequently
became the basis for death imagery that was to follow for centuries after. During the Middle
Ages “the severity of attitudes toward death reflected the widespread severity of social condi
tions” (Carter, 1990, p. 7). The belief that death was a punishment for sin, was reflected in the
“vivid portrayals of death in life” (Carter, 1990, p. 7). These portrayals of death, evident
through paintings, objects and books reminded people of what was to come. Craftsmen of the
time, were surrounded by the theme of death in its physical and metaphysical forms, and it
became inevitable that it would be incorporated into the art of the period.
Over the Medieval period, there were three main avenues of death related iconogra
phy; the Danse Macabre, Ars moriendi and Memento Mori (Carter, 1990). The Memento Mori
was an artform that encouraged Europeans of the late Middle Ages to ‘remember thy death’,
and whose “purpose was to remind the viewer that death is an unavoidable part of life, some
thing to be prepared for at all times” (Carter, 1990, p. 8). Memento Mori images are graphic
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demonstrations of death, depicting human skeletons, or human bodies in advanced states of
decay. Memento Mori images ranged from panel pictures representing decay, to carved or
sculpted objects to be carried at all times by the owner. Although Memento Mori images sig
nify a fear of death, they express a painful awareness that life must inevitably be renounced.
One has to understand that in the populace of the Medieval period illiteracy was rife.
In order for the church to enforce its message about death, they needed ways beyond written
language. The use of stained glass in Gothic cathedrals, graphic wall paintings, and woodcuts
were used to educate the populace. These visual forms were used instead to both educate the
masses about their own mortality, and further their understanding of the church's teachings.
Both the Danse Macabre and Ars Moriendi were used in this way, they were illustrative forms
of death imagery. The Danse Macabre was painted on church yard walls, illustrating the dance
of death, where the living are led to their final resting place by their respective Mort - dead
counter part. The Ars Moriendi gave instruction to the reader on how to die, this was present
ed in book form, illustrated with various woodcuts accompanied by text.

Renaissance (c.1400 - 1600 A.D.) & Death Portraiture
The Renaissance was the crucial turning point between the Middle Ages and that of
the modem age. It came about through the cultural and social changes that occurred over the
course of the Italian Renaissance. Historian Giorgio Vasari (c. 1511-1574) split the
Renaissance into two significant periods. The artists of the first period, (c.1400-1500 A.D.)
were described by Vasari as primi lumi, “the first lights”. This was the beginning of the break
from the Medieval darkness of the preceding centuries. Within art, in particular painting, this
separation from the restraints of the religious dogma and conventions of the preceding
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medieval period, led visually to a greater human emotional content in works of art, particu
larly when dealing with religious subjects.
It is the conventions of the second period or the High Renaissance that is of impor
tance in discussing the use of light to evoke death. Once man began to break away from the
religious dogma of the early Renaissance, it was only natural that once attention had been
drawn to human emotions, interest in the human being himself and his physical surroundings
would follow. Man was evolving towards the anthropocentric concept where “human reason
or opinion [is viewed] as autonomous, or they operate under the presupposition that human
reason and opinion are autonomous, or both” (In True Origin, 2003). Leaving behind the theocentric belief that God was of greater significance than man. With the artists of the High
Renaissance (c. 1500-1600 A.D.), came the eta modema “the modem period” (Witcombe,
1995). The Modem period witnessed the increased observation of man and nature, this was
seen with continued interest in such things as anatomy, perspective, form, and color in light.
It was the further study of Classical culture and art, that gave the High Renaissance in Italy
its particular character. It was the combination of man’s exploration of himself spiritually, the
oretically and artistically that led to the concept of the individual, which is of importance in
discussing photography’s association with the portrait, and the concepts of art and fame.
Portraiture of the High Renaissance, “arose in Western cultures as a direct conse
quence of the rise of individualism, secularism, and the burgeoning of an affluent merchant
class seeking status” (Grebe, 2002, p. 12). Portraiture is primarily discussed in relation to the
emergence of the individual, which came about through the theories of Humanism. The main
aim of the High Renaissance portrait was aesthetic perfection and to be an accurate repre
sentation of the sitter in question. Upon viewing a portrait from that time, one assumes first-
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ly, the portrayed person is really alive or has lived, secondly, that he or she was captured in
his or her individual appearance, and lastly, an idea of his or her individual characteristics and
character was conveyed accurately. If these three elements are present within the painting,
then “the presence of the person portrayed appears graspable” (Grebe, 2002, p. 12).
With the portraiture of the High Renaissance one can for the first time see the isola
tion of the age of the subject, the distinguishing of the features and the use of light within the
portrait turn the subject into a “human clock”, whose age is now “pictorially frozen” (Hailey,
1990, p. 30). What is of importance when discussing portraiture in the High Renaissance, is
that the “stopping of light is synonymous with the stopping of time” (Hailey, 1990, p. 30). The
light depicted within High Renaissance painting is artificial, artists did not utilize natural day
light in expressing their subjects. In painted portraits the person is no longer a subject of
decay, the portrait evokes death in the freezing of light. This can be witnessed with one par
ticular work of Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1573-1610). Magdalene (c.1596-97)
(Plate 2), and is a portrait of Mary Magdalene. The painting shows a young girl viewed from
above, surrounded by a string of pearls, clasps and ajar perhaps of ointment. Caravaggio was
known for his use of an unseen light source, and chiaroscuro. The subject appears repentant
she is silently crying, a single tear falls down her cheek. Caravaggio shows her “poised
between her past life of luxury and the simple life she will embrace as one of Christ’s most
faithful followers” (In Web Gallery of Art, 1996). It is Caravaggio’s skillful use of light that
makes the inner conflict of the subject so moving. The tears of the girl are frozen in time, she
will continually weep. She will never step up from her seat and allow her tears to cease.
One major development in the High Renaissance, was the emphasis placed on the real
istic description of figures and objects in painting. This call to copy nature was created by a
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near scientific examination of optical phenomena. It is this examination of optics that provides
foundation for the later development of photography as exemplified in the invention of the
camera obscura. Through the use of linear perspective, and the “optical principles of light
and shade”, the creation of paintings had a new basis that was “intellectual, theoretical, liter
ary and scientific” (Witcombe, 1995). To be a painter in the High Renaissance required intel
lectual ability, and knowledge. Painters were seen no longer as mere craftsmen, and painting
was to be recognized as a member of the liberal arts. Artists were now putting their names to
their work, art was being credited to its creator, not anonymously crafted. This was evidenced
with Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni (c.1475-1564) when he carved his name
on The Pieta (c. 1498-99). It was the artist Leon Battista Alberti (c. 1406-1472) who formulat
ed the concept of art, based on the writings of Aristotle (c.384-322 B.C.) via Vitruvius (c.9020 B.C). The revival of Platonism, brought the notion that poets and artists were divinely
inspired, and infused with enthusiasm. During the Renaissance it was believed that inspiration
did not originate with a pagan deity or muse but from God himself. Thus, it was believed that
God communicated through artists and consequently, the importance of the artist as creator
emerged.
The ultimate reinvention of the Italian High Renaissance was the concept of human
fame. In pre-Renaissance times, people were not individuals, they were seen in a collective.
Within the theories of Humanism, man was beginning to pull away from the rest of society,
he wished to be an individual, ungovemed by anyone but himself. The individualization of
man was achieved through portraiture, and by immortalizing one’s image, to leave a lasting
reminder of oneself. Humanism was a spirit that asserted the right of the individual to the use
of his own reason and belief.
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A lasting reminder of the individual was achieved for the most part through a specif
ic form of portraiture, beginning in the fifteenth century. Mortuary portraits are paintings of
the deceased usually portrayed on their death bed, at peace. Questions have arisen as to the
proliferation of mortuary painting. Philippe Aries (1914-1984) claims they “are few in num
ber, do not include many men or members of the laity; the custom appears to have been
reserved for nuns” (1985, p. 199). Examples of mortuary portraiture dating from the seven
teenth century attempt “to retain the dead, to capture some sense of the essence of a being now
gone, to deny death” (Ruby, 1995, p. 29). Anton Pigler (n.d) suggests the goal of these paint
ings was “the desire to proclaim the eternal idea of the vanity and transience of human exis
tence, by representing the end of the individuals [sic] earthly life” (In Ruby, 1995, p. 24). The
paintings can be seen as an evolution of the Memento Mori. These paintings were also meant
to be a reminder for those left behind to remember death. It is not necessarily the viewers
contemplate their own death but those of others, in doing so their memory will also not be for
gotten. By remembering the death of others, it could be speculated one contemplates one’s
own demise.
In contrast, posthumous mourning portraiture of late nineteenth century America and
Britain shows the dead alive and well. According to Pigler these portraits tend to be more
prevalent in America in the late nineteenth century, where “portraits of the deceased especial
ly of dead children [were] part of every artists stock in trade” (In Ruby, 1995, p. 24).
Posthumous mourning portraiture, unlike mourning portraiture, was seen to be a perfectly
acceptable practice and such paintings were openly displayed in public places within the
home. Posthumous mourning portraiture showed the decedent alive and well, mourning por
traits were images of the actual decedent. What is of importance when exploring this genre is
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its obscurity, unless one is familiar with the icons specific to this form of portraiture it is hard
er to discern its true intention and use. In posthumous mourning portraiture life is portrayed
as a facade. The only way to discern a posthumous mourning portrait is from the objects
depicted within the painting, not unlike the use of flowers by John Everett Millais (18291896) in Ophelia (1851) (Plate 3). Following the High Renaissance there were significant
changes in the philosophy of the period. The most influential period was The Age of
Enlightenment.

Age of Enlightenment
The Enlightenment was used in reference to the period beginning with England’s
Glorious Revolution (c. 1688) to the outbreak of the French Revolution (1789). The
Enlightenment is not only a historical period but also an intellectual project brought into view
by the philosophes, a group of French intellectuals. This was a group of various intellectuals
united by a few common themes: unwavering doubt in the prefectibility of human beings, a
fierce desire to dispel erroneous systems of thought, and a dedication to systematizing the var
ious intellectual disciplines. There rallying cry was that of progress, and their central ideas
focused on progress, deism and tolerance. (Hooker, 1996). The philosophes most productive
years were between c.1741 and 1751 . These included Baron de Montesquieu’s (1689-1755)
Spirit o f the laws (1748), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s (1712-1778) Discourse on the moral
effects o f the Arts and Sciences (1750). The most important was Denis Diderot’s (1713-1784)
and Jean-le-Rond D’Alembert’s (1717-1783) Encyclopedic (c.1751). This encyclopedia con
tained the participation of over one hundred French thinkers. Although the striking thing about
the philopophes is that they never really engaged in speculative philosophy or abstract think-
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ing.
The so called Project o f Enlightenment implied a separation of the substitutive reason.
Knowledge was thus divided and separated into three autonomous areas: science,
esthetics and finally art. Within each of these respective areas there was further divisions evi
dent, for example art became separated into painting, sculpture, and literature. It is this divi
sion and separation of disciplines that has become the roots of the modem approach to the pro
duction of knowledge. In order
to understand the relevance of the ‘project’ of the Enlightenment it is vital to
distinguish between a critical, often polemical, element and its more progressive,
constructive and sometimes prescriptive developments. Enlightenment was
defined as the project of dispelling darkness, fear and superstition. It was the
project of removing all the shackles of free enquiry and debase. It opposed the
traditional powers and beliefs of the church [...] and raised questions of political
legitimacy. All received or traditional notions, and social relations, were to me
made subject to the scrutiny of the public, and therefore, collective - or
inter-subjective - use of ‘Reason’ (Spencer, 1998).
The Enlightenment implied an attitude, a method of thought. According to the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), the “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his
self-imposed immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to use one’s understanding without guid
ance from another” (In What is Enlightenment?, 1784). The motto of the Enlightenment was
Sapere Aude! ‘Dare to know’. Writers of the period itself, believed they were emerging, into
an age enlightened by reason, science, and a respect for humanity. Equally important, this
self-confidence was empowered by new discoveries in science for example Isaac Newton’s
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(1642-1727) definition of gravity, Charles August Coulomb’s Law (1736-1806) relating to
electrostatic charges, and Charles Darwin’s (1809-1882) On the Origin o f the Species by
means o f Natural Selection (1859).

Romanticism
It is the addition o f strangeness to beauty that
constitutes the romantic character in art.
Walter H. Pater (1839-1894)

In the eighteenth century Romanticism came to designate a new kind of exotic land
scape which evoked feelings of pleasant melancholy, the main belief of the Romantics was the
“belief in the value of individual experience” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 430).
The term Romantic as applied to a school of literature was first used by the German Karl
Wilhelm Friedrich von Schlegel (1772-1829), in the magazine Athenaeum, that defined the
romance as “progressive, universal poetry, that is always becoming, never completed”
(Vaughan, 2003). In essence what Schlegel did was to “turn the irrational and fantastic quali
ties of these tales into positive values and to assert that they represented the essential features
of the modem tradition” (Vaughan, 2003). The Romantics represented “an attitude of mind
rather than a set of particular stylistic traits and involves the expression of an idea that tends
to have a verbal rather than a visual origin” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 430).
Romanticism began as a movement interested in personal experience and the enrich
ment of such. Although nineteenth century Romanticism is quite eclectic, it does characterize
an attitude to form, themes and subjects. According to G.W.F Hegel’s (1770-1831) Lectures

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Muta Poesis

25

on Aesthetics (1818), “in Romantic art the form is determined by the inner idea of the content
of substance that this art is called upon to represent” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988,
p. 430). With the “avoidance of classical forms and rules, emphasis on the emotional and spir
itual, representation of the unattainable ideal, nostalgia for the grace of past ages, and a
predilection for exotic themes” (In The Columbia Encyclopedia, 2002). This was in contrast
to the eighteenth century where the restrained balance that was evident in the “culture was
abandoned in favor of emotional intensity, often taken to extreme raptures, nostalgia [...] hor
ror, melancholy or sentimentality. [...] almost all showed a new interest in the irrational realms
of dream and delirium [...]” (Baldick, 1991).
Romanticism can be seen as a reaction to the earlier confidence the populace had in
the power of reason. Taking the form of “a return to nature and to belief in the goodness of
humanity; the rediscovery of the artist as a supremely individual creator; the development of
nationalistic pride; and the exaltation of the senses and emotions over reason and intellect” (In
The Columbia Encyclopedia, 2002). It was with the visual arts that a reevaluation of the nat
ural world occurred, the most significant changes taking place in landscape painting, evi
denced with the works of Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840) and Joseph Mallord William
Turner (1775-1851).
The sublime evolved from being a mystical image of supreme beauty into a more
dynamic and powerful force. The sublime is said “to denote a new aesthetic concept that was
held to be distinct from the beautiful and the picturesque and was associated with the ideas of
awe and vastness” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 481). It was first explored and
used in rhetoric and poetry. Edmund Burke (1729-1797) and Immanuel Kant argued that the
sublime could not be induced from a visual experience but an emotive one governed by read-
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ing and imagination. This theory can be questioned with the turbulent and exquisite works of
William Turner.
It was with Edmund Burke's work A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin o f Our
Ideas o f the Sublime and Beautiful, (1757) the meaning of sublime was expressed. Burke
(1757) presented the sublime as an “overpowering experience based on fear”. Burke “under
stood the sublime as a general mode of aesthetic experience found in literature” and he
restricted the nature of the sublime “more systematically than any of his predessors to the
emotion of terror” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 481). ‘Terror’ is seen to be all
cases “the ruling principle of the sublime” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 481).
This interpretation was criticized by William Blake (1757-1827) who believed that the sub
lime was “divinely inspired” (Baldick, 1991). The notion of the sublime became an accepted
part of the aesthetic experience of the time. This new understanding of the sublime and beau
ty became essential to the Victorians taste for horrific subjects, and the exploration of “new
places in the imagination, and new vistas for the soul. Exotic lands, the amorphous world of
dreams, the dark terrors of the psyche as well as the dizzying heights of creativity and the daz
zling beauties of Nature” (Baldick, 1991) as evidenced with Henry Fuseli's (1741-1825) paint
ing The Nightmare (c. 1781-1782) or Edgar Allen Poe’s (1809-1849) poetry.
Specifically in relation to painting Burke was of the opinion that “a judicious obscuri
ty in some things contributes to the effect of the picture, because in art as in nature dark, con
fused uncertain images have a greater power on the fancy to form the grander passions than
those which are more clear and determinate” (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 481).
The most important basic assumption and belief common to intellectuals of the
Enlightenment, was an abiding faith in human reason. Many came to assume that through a
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judicious use of reason, an unending progress would be possible; progress in knowledge, in
technical achievement, and in moral values. At the end of the eighteenth century, the ideals of
ancient Rome and Greece were taken by society as the new models. Rome and Greece offered
examples of emerging democratic principles: In government; Of heroism; Virtuous action;
Self-sacrifice, and Civic dedication. The Ancients believed that their world had achieved a
kind of perfection, one extremely close to the Enlightenment ideal of truth. The problem is
that truth is multifarious, its measure is unquantifiable, for what is true, differs for each per
son. Those quantifying it are “possessed not only by a rational mind open to reason but also
an emotional life” (Witcombe, 1995).
Over the course of the Age of Enlightenment, death-inspired portraiture took different
paths to ensure its survival. The emotive aspects of death again became the inspiration for
artists. This is evidenced, in my opinion, in three significant paintings of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, that in part utilize light and subject matter exploring death in
relation to the Renaissance concepts of the portrait, fame and the technical ability of the artists
in question. First Jacques-Louis David’s (1748-1825) The Death o f Marat (1793) (Plate 4)
deals with the concept of fame. Caspar David Friedrich’s Abbey in the Oak Forest (1810)
(Plate 5), exemplifies the ability to use natural light to evoke a emotive reaction in the view
er. While John Everett Millais’ Ophelia is an excellent example of portraiture to evoke the
ambiguity present with death.
The most influential proponent of Neoclassicism (c. 1790-1830 A.D.) was JacquesLouis David, his art became the official art, of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic
Empire. Although “the highly theoretical and intellectual nature of his art could occasionally
lead to an arid and mechanical theatricality, but at its best resulted in the most moving State-
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ments of nobility of spirit, and republican virtue” (In The Great Artists, 1990, p. 1857). This
is certainly the case with The Death o f Marat, depicts Jean-Paul Marat (1743-1793), “the
friend of the people” (In The Great Artists, 1990, p. 1868) who was slain by royalist Charlotte
Corday. This painting is in my opinion an object of mourning. In The Death of Marat, Marat’s
face is turned to look at his murderer’s letter. One can see the gaping wound in his chest and
the knife at rest beside his bathtub, there is a tranquility and nobility echoed by David’s use
of light in the painting. This feeling of light is heightened through the dark background, a
method also later deployed by contemporary photographer Andres Serrano in The Morgue
Series (1992). David created a portrait of a “new revolutionary martyr” (The Great Artists,
1990, p. 1868). Marat’s portrait plays into the concept of fame and the reproductions of his
image transcend time. The graceful incline of Marat’s head and the slack arm that hangs
limply by his side echoes Michelangelo’s The Pieta. David succeeded in ennobling the dying
revolutionary, by utilizing the past ideals of the Renaissance, which in its time was influenced
by the classical.
One of the greatest German Gothic artists is Caspar David Friedrich. He “devoted
much of his life to landscape painting, creating mysterious and compelling images of remark
able spiritual intensity” (In The Great Artists, 1990, p. 449). Friedrich was an artist obsessed
with death, transience and the grave. This obsession is reflected in many of his paintings
through his use of light, which he utilized to capture an atmospheric stillness. Abbey in the
Oak Forest is the one painting, in my opinion that is an excellent expression of death and
dying. It is representative of Friedrich’s style, depicting an expansive isolation, which is both
somber and chilling. Friedrich shows “a procession of monks carrying a coffin towards a des
olate Gothic ruin, surrounded by barren oak trees” (In The Great Artists, 1990, p. 463).
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The impression of death is given not by the subject matter, but through the surround
ings. Friedrich captures the dying light of day, helping to silhouette the ruins of the church,
the tall elegant Gothic window enforcing its majestic presence. The barren landscape adds to
this isolation, and a quiet chill settles over the scene. One could assume, it is the visualization
of Gothic author Edgar Allan Poe’s poetry. The harshness of the subject and the atmospheric
use of light emphasize the beginning of the end. In Friedrich’s eyes the “ruined structure sym
bolized the incompleteness of earthly existence, while the portal stood as a gateway to the
spiritual life beyond” (In The Great Artists, 1990, p. 463). It was Friedrich’s ability to capture
light suggesting deaths presence that made him one of the leading exponents of Romantic
Landscape painting.
It was William Shakespeare’s (c. 1564-1616) Hamlet (c. 1600-1601) that gave John
Everett Millais the inspiration for one of his most famous pieces Ophelia. The painting depicts
the death scene of the tragic Ophelia who, driven to madness, takes her own life. In this paint
ing one can see the beginnings of the melancholic Victorian age. Shakespeare's works were of
great inspiration to many artists of the age, but few took Ophelia’s death to such a level.
Millais shows Ophelia floating down the stream , “Therewith [sic] fantastic garlands she did
make, Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies and long purples” (Shakespeare, c.1600-1601). This
painting can be interpreted as a form of death portraiture. One can see that Ophelia’s eyes are
wide open and there is a solitude surrounding her. As the viewer, one is waiting for her to
finally sink below the surface of the water, to be welcomed into the arms of Charon himself.
This is a painting depicting a fictional death: Ophelia was never alive. It is not the body of
Ophelia that one should examine to explore the death, but the language of flowers. In
Victorian times flowers were given as much for their beauty, as for their ability to express that
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which might not have been. Millais chose to use flowers that expressed the essence of Ophelia
and her death: the poppy, meaning death, violets, faithfulness and early death; the daisy for
innocence; the rose youth and beauty, which Ophelia retains even in death, and finally the forget-me-not, for remembrance.

Realism & Photography
Prior to the 1800s, portraiture, the concepts of fame and art, managed to postpone
death until the beginning of the nineteenth century. Due to the deterioration of the symbolic
order, where art was no longer being anonymously crafted for the church, it was easier for the
inventions of realism and photography to enhance the Victorian Romantic fascination with
death and dying. The concept of realism in relation to the ideal of timeless life is of impor
tance. The term realism in fine art has conveyed a number of different meanings. In the nine
teenth century realism most often denoted naturalism, or a representation of the external world
as it is actually seen. Naturalism stressed perceptual experience rather than suggestive expres
sion through metaphor or abstraction. In contemporary art circles, Realism is art which sees
reality as inner truth and opposes mere appearances. In relation to its original meaning, real
ism was “the idea...the frozen image is likewise extended from the individual to the scene”
(Hailey, 1990, p. 30). The portrait was no longer just the subject itself, it now incapsulated the
clothes, and the positioning of the subject within the overall setting. The entire scene is the
portrait, it is no longer of an object but of a moment in time. This is evidenced with nineteenth
century death-inspired realist painting, as exemplified by Gustave Courbet’s (1819-1877) A
Funeral at Omans (1849) (Plate 6). This painting was presented by Courbet at the Salon
1850, along with two other paintings. It was the burial scene that made an impact with the
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viewers. The painting and Courbet were ‘attacked in some quarters for its alleged crudity and
deliberate ugliness, but [it was] also hailed for its powerful naturalism” (In The Oxford
Dictionary of Art, 1988, p. 122). It was a scene of everyday life, never before had such a scene
been presented in such an epic manner. Courbet was thus cast in the role of revolutionary
socialist. (In The Oxford Dictionary of Art, 1988). Within the painting Courbet “concentrates
upon the purely secular import of the burial as an immanent occasion for the social commu
nity on earth” (Nochlin, 1971, p. 78). This painting is a portrait of Courbet’s grandfathers
funeral. The painting although forceful it is a total fabrication, it was not painted from life, but
emulates a real burial setting. It is an example of realism as this is how the event would have
taken place but not the actual event itself. The painting is about “where he is being buried and
the nature of the community which participates in this event” (Nochlin, 1971, p. 78). It car
ries all the “richness of social and pictorial realism” (Nochlin, 1971, p. 78).

Photography: A Brief History
Though photography was brought to the attention of the scientific community in the
early part of the nineteenth century, the “observation of light rays and their ability to project
a duplicate image” (Davenport, 1991, p. 4) have been on record since the fifth century B.C..
It was not until the 1560s, that the camera obscura (dark room) was created in order to allow
people to record external scenes while having an internal vantage point. The camera obscu
ra ’s use continued well into the seventeenth century, where it was proclaimed by the philoso
phers of the time “the images produced [were...] a perfect duplicate of life itself’ (Davenport,
1991, p. 4). One of the other major refinements of the camera obscura was the invention of
the camera lucida in 1807, by William Hyde Wollaston (1766-1828).
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The use of both methods can be considered photo-graphy, as a “reflected light was
used to write” (Davenport, 1991, p. 6). The common element to all forms of rendering is that
it took human intervention to create and finish the image. The true age of photography had yet
to begin, no substance had been discovered that could collect the light and keep the resultant
image permanently on a suitable surface. This was to change with Joseph Nicephore Niepce
(1765-1833) who was the first person to stabilize the camera’s image. The photographic era
was heralded in c.1827 , Niepce achieved this breakthrough with the image View from the
study window (c.1827). It is described as the first permanent, although mirror-reversed image
in the history of photography.
Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre (1789-1851) also succeeded in permanently fixing a
photographic image, with a photograph taken of the Boulevard du Temple (c. 1836). The
Daguerreotype had the effect of deadening the image it sought to capture, and it has always
been termed a dead end of photography. Which pertains more to the fact that only a single,
unreproducible plate can be produced. A Daguerreotype consists of a fixed image on a silver
coated copper plate. These plates were first trimmed and then polished. Once this process was
complete they were sensitized. This was achieved by first exposing the plate to iodine vapors.
Then it was exposed to bromine vapors, once it had reached a dark orange color the plate was
light sensitive. This plate was then placed in the camera and exposed to light. Once exposed,
the plate was removed and placed into a mercury bath. To permanently fix the image, the plate
was removed from the mercury bath and washed in a solution of hyposulphite of soda. Any
sections of the plate not struck by light washed away. The plate was then washed and toned
using chloride of gold. The plate was re-washed and dried. This was to protect the surface of
the plate. The finished plate was protected by a glass cover and sealed with a strip of gummed
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paper.
Although portraits of the living were at first out of the question, due to the amount of
time required to produce one image, daguerreotyping the dead was a viable option. This is
why the Daguerreotype became the object of choice for death portraiture of the Victorian age,
and its subsequent position as an object of mourning. This process was more common in
Victorian United States and was used more extensively in the documentation of dead children.
In contrast to mourning portraits, daguerreotypists offered a much more imperfect, perhaps
even shoddy illusion, the pretense that the person was merely sleeping rather than dead. Over
subsequent years photographers intended to create the illusion and to imply that the deceased
were not dead but merely sleeping. This illusion was more successful with the invention of the
carte de visite, where the photograph was no longer on a plate but a sheet of paper. The focus
was generally on the face and in some cases the eyelids were painted to appear open and the
body was seated upright or even propped up standing. It is a common sentiment to refer to the
dead as if they are “asleep”, in some way one can deny the finality of death by infusing some
tiny measure of hope, those that are sleeping may wake up. Most simply, the death portrait,
especially a carte de visite of a dead child alone, was a memorial of keeping that last hope
alive.
The use of photography in documenting death is evidenced in three photographs dated
from the nineteenth century. The first photograph Henry Peach-Robinson’s (1830-1901),
Fading Away (1858) (Plate 7) shows the photographer using the medium to visualize a “fake
death”. The photograph is reflective of the societal conventions of the period. The second pho
tograph, Dead Communards (1871) (Plate 8) by A.A.E. Disderi (c.1819-1889/90), shows
deaths that are unbiased and unflinching, giving the viewer an image of deaths that have
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occurred. The last photograph Bismarck on his Deathbed (1898) (Plate 9) by Max Priestly
(n.d.) and Willy Wilke (n.d.) is an example of death portraiture that express the actual death,
not an artistic interpretation of death.
Henry Peach Robinson's Fading Away is a composite photograph, where it has taken
several separate negatives to create the final photograph. The significance of the composite
photograph is twofold: firstly it aligns the photograph with Victorian narrative painting and
secondly, it stresses the moral concept of the image (Clarke, 1997). At the time Robinson’s
photograph caused quite a furor as it was believed to be real. It is instead a feigned photograph
of a deathbed. Where “the subject was accepted as part of Victorian conventions; but a pho
tographic intrusion into private family space was not” (Clarke, 1997, p. 44). The photograph
itself as stated is a fabrication but it shows a deathbed scene as it would have existed.
The photograph Dead Communards taken by Frenchman Andre Adolphe Eugene
Disderi, was the turning point for photography. Some believe that the images taken at the time
of the Bloody Week were the foremnners of working-class photography. This is a genre where
the common man is the subject. It is epitomized by the work of photographers such as Jacob
Riis (1849-1914) and Lewis Hine Wickes (1874-1940). Bloody Week occurred May 21st 1871,
when government troops marched on Paris. Over the course of the week they killed twenty
thousand people, arrested thirtyeigth thousand and deported a further seven thousand. It
became know as la semaine sanglante or Bloody Week. It was a part of the Commune o f Paris
an insurrection against the French government from march-may 28th, 1871. The National
Assembly voted to disarm the National Guard. On March 18th resistance to the removal of the
Guard broke out and on March 26th elections brought the revolutionaries to power.
In my opinion it is the first prominent use of photography in the documentation of so-
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called criminals by the police of the time. What is of importance with this image is that it is
“a document of power - the power of the living over the dead, who can no longer remove
themselves from such degrading exhibition and classification” (Koetzle, 2002, p.91). One is
discussing the subjects of the photograph, not the photographer. The photograph itself depicts
twelve dead communards, each holding a number. This is an image of death that is perhaps a
reality. These men, if mourned, will only be so by those that knew them. For others it is a
‘spectacle’ to be observed and commented upon. It is in a way reminiscent of the public exe
cutions of the Medieval period and the French Revolution, death and dying meant for all to
see.
The last photograph from the nineteenth century I would like to discuss, is that of
Bismarck on his Deathbed. It was taken by Max Priestly and Willy Wilke, unknown to others
at the time and the only death bed photograph of Bismarck that exists. The interesting thing
about this photograph is that it was never seen by the public until the close of the Second
World War. Bismarck helped to developed a common currency, the central bank and a single
code of commercial and civil law for Germany. Bismarck was at his death, perhaps the most
famous man in Europe. The photograph depicts Bismarck on his deathbed, unmade and
unkempt, a mere shadow of his former self. The photograph is one of the more realistic depic
tions of death that can be viewed from the late 1800s. He is alone, slumped down in the bed,
he could be any member of the German public, surely not a great leader. On the occasion of
his death there were mourning cards depicting the Chancellor in full dress. They show a
peaceful passing, the reality as seen, was quite different.
The greatest visible expression of grief and mourning was with the Victorians of the
nineteenth century. This is attributed to a renewed interest in the visualization of death,
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Romanticism and the sublime. Death was a major part of conscious Victorian life, as seen
from the proliferation of death related imagery. Through the use of photography to record
death, and through its mourning customs, death was made a part of life. Death itself was not
feared by the Victorians, their greatest fear lay in not being mourned. The expression of
mourning in nineteenth century Britain was most apparent with the use of mourning jewelry,
and more importantly through their use of photography. Both the Americans and the British
used photography to retain a remembrance of the dead. The attraction of photography was its
ability to ‘secure the shadow’. What had been retained from the mourning portraiture of the
Renaissance was given a presence with the daguerreotype and the paper facade of the carte de
visite. The dead were granted a reprieve. Before discussing the use of photography one has to
situate the viewing of death within the society of the time.
As with many things in Victorian England, etiquette was of great importance such as
those in relation to visiting the mourning family, the presentation of the mourner in public, to
the remembrance of the deceased. It is in the remembrance of the dead, that can be found a
number of mourning objects, such as poems, artwork, jewelry and photographs. The two most
significant uses of mourning objects for the Victorians was the use of jewelry and the
daguerreotype, both incorporated imagery to remember the deceased. Mourning jewelry in
Victorian Britain was traditionally fashioned from jet, but materials such as gutta-percha,
gold, pinchbeck and human hair were used. It is the use of human hair that carries the cultur
al tradition of Eros and Thanatos. Hair jewelry was traditionally at the turn of the nineteenth
century given as a token of love, and was kept in lockets. Over the course of the century the
tradition of hair art remained and evolved into a Memento Mori. In many cases the hair was
cut from a corpse.
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It is the daguerreotype that has remained at the forefront of mourning objects from the
nineteenth century. Due to the fragile nature of a daguerreotype as well as in keeping with the
aesthetics of the Victorian age they were boxed. This involved putting a cut card mount in
front of the daguerreotype, and placing a piece of glass over this. The whole piece was band
ed to keep them secure. They were kept in boxes usually lined with red velvet. These allowed
owners to keep both images of loved ones and the deceased with them. Common practice with
daguerreotypes was to have a larger one of the deceased made. These were displayed, usual
ly in the parlor, for those visiting the home. Thus, it was evident to others that the decedent
was not forgotten. Over the course of the Victorian period, carte de visite reproduction of the
dead were kept in special photograph albums.
Postmortem photography is the beginning of society’s change in attitude towards
death. In the recording of death and the dead, Victorian society now had a concrete reminder
of death not an object to remind one of their mortality, where death is not real, but inferred.
According to Ben Mattison (1995) “in a certain way, the photograph approached reality. It
helped the viewer to recreate the memory of a loved one and allowed a deep reflection on his
or her character - it made it seem, in short, as if the subject was there when he or she was not”.
As one can ascertain from the "Victorian period the majority of daguerreotypes were
not of the living but of the dead. This was a reflection of the conventions of the period asso
ciated with death and its representation. The Victorians viewed the death portrait as a memo
rial. The daguerreotype was seen to “serve as an accurate portrait of the soul, of a person’s
essence” (Mattison, 1995). The daguerreotype had an accuracy and haunting depth, that
allowed those mourning the loss to keep the memory of the dead child present, it was a way
of evoking the dead. Elizabeth Barrett (1806-1861), writing of British daguerreotypes states
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“the fact of the very shadow of the person lying there fixed forever” (In Mattison, 1995). A
shadow of a person is the retention of the intangible being made tangible.
According to Laura Kenny (2000), “ it is only a small percentage of the [contempo
rary] population that is utilizing postmortem photography in the manner most closely related
to its original form. Postmortem photography has evolved into a new genre, accepted under
the condition that it is artificial, merely a depiction”. Even though society’s relation to death
and its associated imagery began to change towards the second half of the nineteenth centu
ry, it is with the latter half of the twentieth that one can see the increased interest in images
of death or dying.

Death & Mass Media (20th Century)
Also if we are moved by a photograph it is because it is close to death.
Christian Boltanski (1944-)

Due to the introduction of funeral directors, death was removed from us at a personal
level and so began the “it’s not us” mentality. Photographys association with the mass media
gave death imagery the chance to become art. Photography in particular 1930s photojournal
ism of was seen as ‘high’ art. It is through the work of US photojoumalist Arthur Fellig also
known as Weegee (1899-1968) that the imagery of death for the twentieth century became an
art form. Arthur Fellig’s 1930s, images of dead gangsters established his reputation as New
York's resident ‘crime photographer’. Style, texture, or even quality of the photography did
not matter much to Weegee. He was more concerned with capturing a moment of time on film.
He had only a split second to capture the emotions of an event as they unfolded. Weegee cap-
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tured with each shot, a truth that can never be recreated, and today Weegee is revered for ele
vating the sordid side of human life to that of high art.
Geoffrey Gorer (1905-1985) pointed out in his essay The Pornography o f Death
(1955), that death was a taboo topic in the twentieth century, in relation to the personal view
ing of death but in a collective society it is of a different nature. Ignacio Ramonet (n.d.) (1990)
sees the medium of television as necrophiliac, the evolution of the photograph, again seen in
language that refers to a horrified sexuality, the love of the dead (In Robbins, 1995). Both
Susan Sontag (1933-) and Roland Barthes (1915-1980) discuss the medium of photography
in terms of death and violence. In the way that the camera is used for Sontag in the photo
graphing of people, as “sublimated murder” a predatory act, a “violation” (Jenkins, 1992).
Barthes believes all photographers are the instruments of death, and every photograph taken
is Death. Why is the photograph horrible if it is of a corpse?, “It is because it certifies, so to
speak, that the corpse is alive, as corpse: it is the living image of a dead thing” (Barthes, 1980).
This is in contrast to the aims of posthumous mourning portraiture of the High
Renaissance and the Victorian era. Both societies aimed in depicting the dead to retain an
essence of the subject to keep it from fading away. The dead are remembered from the ‘liv
ing’ pictures produced of them. Photographs reinforce in a theoretical way this pretense to life,
in a photograph one always views a death, be it literal or theoretical. One can not escape the
fact that death surrounds us all, but one lives in a culture that denies death “but that occupies
itself instead with transforming life into a frozen, never ending simulacrum of itself’ (Hailey,
1990, p. 30).
With the invention of photography the Victorians found a way to mourn their dead, to
‘secure the shadow’. In the twentieth century death-inspired photography is not an object of
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mourning but it is now defined as an art form. In the following chapter the exploration of the
subject of death as art photography will be addressed in relation to several contemporary pho
tographers and their personal explorations of death.
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Woman who died in her sleep (1972)
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Chapter 2: Death Photography as Art
Death is a shadow that always follows the body.
17th Century English Proverb

As discussed in the previous chapter death-inspired photography was utilized as an aid
in the mourning process. Over the course of the twentieth century photography is no longer
utilized in such a manner, it has now become a valid subject for contemporary photographers.
In this chapter I will be addressing the use of death-inspired photography by contemporary
photographers, to visualize and explore their own respective fears and curiosities about death.
In discussing the respective photographers reasons as to why they photograph the dead, I will
be endeavoring to situate my own practice within these contemporary photographic expres
sions of death.
I have chosen to examine the work of Andres Serrano, Jeffrey Silverthome, Joel-Peter
Witkin, and Sue Fox as they have addressed the subject of death photographically. Each pho
tographer endeavors to explore the subject of death from their own personal perspective,
Serrano in emulating religious inspired High Renaissance painting, Witkin in his attempt to
face God, Silverthome to discover something through his silent conversations, and Fox wish
ing to explore her own personal fear of death. All of these photographers show a corpse in
their photographs influential of death photography of nineteenth century Britain and the
United States. In contrast, I do not photograph the dead but the suggestion of death through
photographing empty morgues. To these particular photographers their photographs are not
objects of mourning. The photographers do not know their subjects so how can they mourn
the subjects passing. These photographers present the subject of death in ways that are at once
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both painful and erotic. Here I will be discussing Silverthome's signature photograph Woman
who died in her sleep (1972) (Plate 10), Witkin’s Teatro di Mort (1989) (Plate 11) and The
Glassman (1994) (Plate 12), Serrano’s The Morgue Series (1992) (Plate 13) and in closing
Sue Fox’s Post-Mortem Series (1996) (Plate 14).

Jeffrey Silverthome
Woman who died in her sleep
Jeffrey Silverthome wishes to be a witness, to document, to explain. Silverthome
believed that if he saw the morgue he would leam ‘something’, not about death but about life.
For Silverthome’s photographs are, “pictures about life, and the residue of being alive”
(1993). Silverthome’s first visit to a morgue was visualized in the Listen... or Morgue Work
series produced between 1972 -1974 Silverthome’s aim with the Listen... series was to pho
tograph the morgue in order to “converse with death”. For with death when being questioned
from the “perspective of life it can be fairly one-sided” (1993). In his work Silverthome com
bines Eros and Thanatos to create “a vision of excess, an entombed document of beauty and
attraction, simultaneously repulsive and forbidden” (Loren, 1993). The defining photograph
of the post-mortem genre is Silverthome’s Woman who died in her sleep. It is the only con
temporary image that has visualized “so powerfully...the combined embrace of sexuality and
death” (Loren, 1993).
Woman who died in her sleep shows a nude, her body relaxed as if asleep. Echoing the
Victorian aesthetic of ‘the last sleep’ which implies that the corpse is asleep not dead. It can
be seen especially in the photographic depiction of children, whereby they were placed in
their cribs, or held by their parents as if asleep, and thus ‘alive’. The photograph is viewed as
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disturbing, highly erotic due to the positioning of the corpse. Silverthome photographed her
from above, referencing Alphonse Bertillon’s (1853-1914) photographie stereometrique. She
is placed on the mortuary slab caught half awake, her head tilted down, her eye lids slightly
parted. Though the subject is dead, she still exudes a sexuality due to the positioning of her
arms. The sleeping stillness of her body suggests a lovers arrival. She is enticing the viewer
to slip into her bed. Silverthome places the viewer in the position of a lover, one who is watch
ing their beloved asleep, relishing the anonymity of the act. Silverthome's photograph depicts
the aesthetic beauty that is present in the inherent sensuality and beguilement that she exudes
in death, a modem day Ophelia. Once the viewer has begun to travel through the photograph
he or she is made painfully aware of the presence of death. The black stitching of the autop
sy that slices through her breasts, awakens in the viewer attraction and or repulsion. There is
a classical beauty present in the photograph, that is marred by the pathologist’s intrusion.

Joel-Peter Witkin
Teatro di Morte & The Glassman
In contrast to Silverthome's work, and before one is welcomed into the arms of Charon
himself, Joel-Peter Witkin (2002) wishes his “photographs to be as powerful as the last thing
a person sees or remembers before death”. This is a lofty claim from one of the leading pro
ponents of death photography in the twentieth century. Witkin’s photographs represent an
attempt to “master the threshold between life and death” (Celant, 1995) and are an “incarna
tion or revelation of a transition between the material and the immaterial, between good and
evil, life and death, sacred and pagan” (Celant, 1995).
One is shaped by the experiences of life, in Witkin’s case, the first occurred as a child.
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While preparing for church one Sunday with his brother and mother they heard a terrible com
motion. Three cars, all containing families, had crashed. Witkin became separated from his
mother and found himself standing alone at the curb, watching something rolling away from
one of the cars towards him. It stopped where he stood, the severed head of a little girl. He
“bent down to touch the face, to ask it - but before [he] could touch it - someone carried [him]
away” (1976, p. 49). His question remained unanswered, but not forgotten. The second strik
ing event of Witkin’s life would occur at seventeen, Witkin’s “fascination with seeing and
observing things was based on the uncertainty of being alive” (1976, p. 49). He wanted proof
of this existence and felt that photography would help to reveal and solidify his belief. His
father told him about a rabbi who had seen God. Witkin believed that this rabbi was the only
person who could explain life and death. Witkin received permission to photograph the rabbi,
the first piece of film he would expose would be The Rabbi Who Saw God (n.d.).
Witkin envisioned a room which would be flooded with lights and angels. Instead, he
found only a “tired sleepy, little, old man sitting in the comer of a large dusty study” (1976,
p. 50). Witkin photographed the rabbi anyway in the hope that by exposing the film, God
would somehow appear when the film was processed. Witkin strongly believed that “knowl
edge would come, and photography would be the means to see and relive [his] fantasies”
(1976, p. 50). These fantasies had no home in the ordinary: they could only be seen in all that
was hidden, strange, bizarre and invisible with the world. Witkin has spent all of his photo
graphic career in the pursuit of visualizing, of bridging the gap between the living and the
dead. As with the work of Andres Serrano, Witkin is influenced by his Catholic upbringing,
and paintings that explore religious and esoteric themes (Heartney, 1997). Artists of impor
tance to Witkin are Cimabue for his frozen emotive depiction of the sacred; Gustav Klimt for

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Muta Poesis

65

his work which “challenged the sacred, yet seemed an unavoidable part of the sacred” (1976,
p.51); and Max Beckmann, who hoped to find the ‘real’ by objectifying it. Witkin wished to
find answers, to visualize the sacred, by exploring the hidden of the world.
After being discharged from the army Witkin went back to school, continuing his pho
tographic work in seclusion. Witkin wanted to visualize God, through the sacred and profane,
in order to objectify his faith. He wished to find ‘Revelation’, but also “the knowledge of the
divine truth which would be the end of [his] suffering” (1976, p. 52). Witkin believed that in
creating these images he would receive the God-realization he sought and the ability to create
a new art form - photographic icons. From the outset, Witkin was under no pretenses that the
work he would be creating would be mocking God. Over time, Witkin came to realize that the
images he was creating were not those of God, but his own personal “interpretations of God
objectified in the form of photographic images” (1976, p. 55). Over the course of the Christ
Series (c. 1970) and Woman Series (c.1972-), Witkin began to seek out those of the world that
society shies away from, those that are seen to be freaks of nature. It is with this work that
Witkin is most admired.
Witkin is still seeking a ‘truth’, by looking at these “freaks” he is attempting to look
beyond the visible and find a hidden reality. This exploration of death was the result of
changes in the way in which Witkin used the camera, and how the images were created. No
longer did he photograph in seclusion rather he photographed in bright sunshine, seeing the
camera as a part of him, an extension of both body and mind. His choice to photograph the
activity of real experience in real time, where nothing was static and everything was mobile.
He was no longer responding to his thought process but to the feelings evoked through this
process of working. The series Objects Held and Thrown (c.1978) was the first to explore
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these changes in process and thought. It was in the final print of this series, Witkin captured
not a “light that gives life, but rather a light which kills” (Witkin, 1976, p. 60).
Maurice Blanchot (1907-2003) asserts “that death makes the body something like a
work of art, often lending it a curiously classical aspect” (In Schwenger, 2000, p. 401). This
classicism of death is reflected in Witkin’s work through his use of still life and Vanitas. In
Teatro di Morte, a “theatrical Trinity [which] represents the three stages of life - youth, matu
rity, old age” (Parry, 2001, p. 70), holds the classicism of the still life and of the photograph
ic depiction of the subject of death in contemporary society. Witkin takes one’s fears and gives
them a life of their own, he “photographs death because it is a part of life” (Celant, 1995, p.
34).
Witkin’s famous photograph The Glassman, is important, in how it came to represent
for Witkin the transfiguration that occurs in death. Witkin was allowed to watch the subject’s
autopsy, and it was during this process that Witkin witnessed the subject’s transformation. His
passage from this life into the next, made visible in the hardening of the fingers, the changing
of the face. Witkin states, “there was a kind of a lightness that was coming from his body”
(1997, p. 38). This is why he was called Glassman. Witkin asked the attendants not to hose
the body down and in a way akin to time spent in a lover’s presence, lives the moment of pho
tographing, to give the subject “time to get ready, to be seen” (1997, p. 38). This is the clos
est Witkin has come to experiencing crossing the divide between life and death, to see the
transformation occur. It was a process that was peaceful, and calming. It is not the photograph
itself that visualized the transformation, to experience the moment of seeing the corpse
change, and the time spent alone in its presence. Witkin attempts to photograph the intangi
bility of the subject of death, by using the spiritual absent presence of his subjects, an element
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echoed in the work of Andres Serrano.

Andres Serrano
The Morgue Series
Andres Serrano is a photographer who claims that photography to him is really “paint
ing”. Serrano “paints” with light, his subjects vary, from portraits of the homeless (Nomads,
1990), the Ku Klux Klan (Klansmen, 1990), members of the clergy (The Church, 1991), to the
dead (Morgue Series, 1992). Underlying all of his work is the influence of Catholicism, evi
dent in the presentation of the homeless in the Nomads series, and in the iconographic impli
cations of The Morgue Series. In this section I would like to primarily focus on The Morgue
Series.
Serrano’s The Morgue Series shows the remains of violent deaths, there is no calm
serenity in how his subjects die, a stark contrast to the work of Rudolph Schafer (n.d). Schafer,
through his photographs, show death at its most common, peaceful and calm. Those who view
the photographs remark upon the peacefulness of the subjects, this is Schafer’s whole point:
“there is nothing special about these faces” (In Spence, 1989). It is about the “peace of the
moment, this coming to rest” (In Spence, 1989). Life has stood still, for the subjects that sin
gular moment of calm held fast forever, only possible through the use of photography.
Serrano shows the viewer corpses which are the results of violent crimes. These
images are horrific depictions of violent deaths but they are as Eleanor Heartney states
“infused with a gorgeous luminosity” (1997, p. 65) such luminescence is also common to
Joel-Peter Witkin's The Glassman. Serrano’s The Morgue Series is at once visually striking
and repulsive. Serrano “never saw the bodies as cadavers or corpses [...he] called them [his]
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models, [his] subjects” (Heartney, 1997, p. 65). Serrano views them as if alive, “they still have
a human presence” (Heartney, 1997, p. 65). Thus, one may assume that death is present in a
physical form, the life is present in the preservation of the soul. The Morgue Series truly lifts
Serrano’s subject’s into the realm of spirit. The photographs depict his subjects as religious
statuary, amplified by using “extreme close-up fragmentary views” (Heartney, 1997, p. 65).
The alabaster hands of the ADDS victim, echoing the Virgin Mary, the hand of the knife vic
tim, imbued with stigmatic markings, and the shrouded Fatal Meningitis II (c.1992), express
ing Serrano’s influence of religious Renaissance portraiture.
There are two photographs I would like to further discuss frpm The Morgue Series.
The first Drowning (1992) showing a closeup of a subject’s torso after the autopsy. One views
the instruments laid upon the corpse. They allude to the continuation of the stitching of the
violated corpse. The photograph here can be viewed in a similar vein: the intrusion of the pho
tographer on an intimate event in the life and the death of the victim. What strikes the viewer
is the fact that one knows it is the depiction of a corpse but at the same time it carries an air
of disbelief. One can not see the rest of the person, so how can the viewer not assume the
stitching is the result of surgery not death. At once the photograph is a reality and a fiction.
There is an ambiguity not with the photograph but of how the viewer interprets it.
The second photograph I would like to discuss is AIDS-Related Death (1992), here the
hands are crossed, reminiscent of the religious iconography of early Christianity. There is a
serenity to the corpse, but again ambiguity appears. If not knowing it was of a corpse would
the viewer be aware that he or she is viewing an actual death. Perhaps the subject is merely
asleep, it is difficult to discern. For Serrano the naming of his work plays an important part in
the meaning of his photographs, without the text the viewer is lost for meaning. This is a
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change from the traditional postmortem photography in which text and language played no
part. In posthumous mourning portraiture the ambiguity is returned, for it is the subjects with
in the picture that reveal the true nature of the portrait.
By naming his work in the manner he does, Serrano “produces the shock that contra
dicts or increases the seductions of the lush photograph[s]” (Ferguson, 1995). In naming the
images, Serrano unifies both the word and the image “embedding it for good in a contest of
subversion” (Ferguson, 1995). For, example if Serrano had never titled Piss Christ (1989) as
he did would there have been as such an uproar. The viewer is completely unaware that the
figure is submerged in urine, until the title is read and noted. In naming his photographs
Serrano creates a challenge which provokes the viewer to retaliate. In the discussion of
Serrano’s photograph’s Bruce Ferguson (1995), notes that “titles are more than labels, they are
rich, allusive, poetic suggestions”. One may assume Serrano is “painting” an image in the
mind of the viewer, one that is at once seductive and repulsive.
The Morgue Series for Serrano is one that clearly echoes Jacques Louis David’s paint
ing The Death o f Marat. The figure is central to the painting focusing the viewer on the fig
ure in the bathtub. Serrano presents his subjects like Marat in David’s The Death o f Marat
against a pure black background. The focus of the photograph is solely on the subject forcing
the viewer to look at the corpses placed in front of them. Serrano’s work holds little of the
mystery or eroticism of death, as seen in the work of aforementioned artists. Presented along
side these highly evocative portraits is our mortality, a subject that is explored by British pho
tographer Sue Fox.
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Sue Fox
Post-Mortem Series
Sue Fox is perhaps the only contemporary photographer who presents the corpse as it
is viewed within the morgue, not a classical depiction. There is no doubt that her subjects are
dead. Difficult photographs to view, not because they are close to death, but because they are
death. One shudders when viewing her photographs for she presents the world of the morgue
as a slaughterhouse, only here it is humans that are catalogued and recorded. The documen
tation of what has occurred, to lead to an even more violent, violation of one’s corpse.
“I think it’s important for people to look at death” Sue Fox comments, “to say “I am
going to die anytime, today, tomorrow, so am I really living now? I’m hoping that people will
be jolted and try to appreciate life....” (In Townsend, 1998, p. 132). Fox’s work began as an
investigation and exploration of the fears she has of death. It is the emptiness of life that is
important to Fox when dealing with her subject matter. Her corpses are real people, they have
died a ‘natural’ death, they have been emptied of life, there is no residue, only a cadaver. To
Fox “the body is a vessel, and dead it is drained” (In Townsend, 1998, p. 132). In her work
this draining is both physical and metaphorical, the soul of the body is gone and in the course
of an autopsy, the blood drains away.
Fox photographs in the mortuary, an environment in which the body is now a corpse,
ready to be explored and catalogued like a specimen. The corpse here may be the equivalent
to the cattle carcass’ in the abattoir, that is to say nothing more than flesh. Here the photograph
is seen to carry that air of forensic photography, clinical and scientific. Fox does not use her
photographs to merely record and catalog, they are personal expressions of an artist coming
to terms with death. Contemporary society is of the belief that through “science, self disci-
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pline or faith we can perfect and manage our bodies so that they will never die” (In Townsend,
1998, p. 132). Fox sees the corpse as a vessel and uses it to emphasize the impermanence of
life and the lack of control one has in preventing death. Fox’s corpses, like those of Serrano’s
have an anonymity, they are devoid of identity, however Fox’s investigation of the corpse is
allegorical of an end of life, not of the process of living. Fox’s corpses “do not relate death to
life” (In Townsend, 1998, p. 132). Few of us have seen a corpse, witnessed the transition
between life and death, seen only in the comfort of the funeral home, not the autopsy room of
the morgue. The body presented as if a piece of meat, dissected and explored, these corpses
are alien to us. Few will witness a morgue and fewer people will see the pathologist at work.
The photograph I wish to address in relation to Fox’s Post-Mortem Series is Untitled
(1996), where a mortuary assistant has their gloved, blood covered hands in the open chest
cavity of a corpse. Fox presents the viewer with a reality that even the medium of photogra
phy cannot question. What is attractive about her work is her use of saturated color, the corpse
is milky white in stark contrast to the blood of the inner cavity. The inner sanctum of the body
has been revealed. In exploring the images, what is more disquietening is the presence of the
hands, holding and pulling. The impression of movement, is the mortuary assistant removing
or replacing the internal organs? One could upon viewing the photograph believe that it is a
fabrication, death is not like this, it is painless and tranquil. There are some similarities and
dissimilarities to Serrano’s work. For example as in the coloring of the AIDS victim; the skin
is given a pale milky alabaster quality. Both corpses have the appearance of being carved
from stone. Serrano’s photographs emulate the religious icon, whereas Fox’s are akin to the
medical teaching aid. It is distinctive in that Serrano fails to allow the viewer access to the
inner workings of the body, one sees it after it has been violated and the contents secured from
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prying eyes. Serrano presents the viewer with the religious icon, Fox presents the body as it
truly is, unromantic, harsh and startling.
In my opinion, common to all of these photographs is their disparet beauty and in
Silverthome’s case, eroticism. The pose and recline of Silverthome’s nude echoes Victorian
erotica, simple and yet invitingly seductive. Serrano’s white alabaster of classic sculpture,
reminiscent of the elaborate carved graves in the cathedrals of Europe. In relation to Fox’s
work it is the color; Fox presents the corpse in saturated color: which I feel that no viewer
believes is a reality. The rich oranges, reds, blues, is this death or a fantastic dreamscape.
Witkin is the master, subtle inflections of the eroticism of death, hauntingly beautiful. In my
opinion death is present through the obvious depiction of the corpse. All of the corpses allude
to death, life is an impossibility. In Serrano’s photographs these cadavers show the visible
presence of death, the decomposition of the body, the coloring of the flesh or the obvious vio
lation of the body, although Serrano places his subjects against a dark background, removing
the cadaver from the morgue.
Witkin uses the cadaver or parts of it to create elaborate vanitas. By using the cadav
er in such a manner death is unquestionable. Life can not be expected when the cadaver’s head
has been sliced in half. Death is present but not perhaps obvious at first. Fox’s subjects are
mere shells, their internal organs have been removed. The spinal column is visible through the
tom muscle of the chest cavity. Death is present in a physical, tangible form. With these pho
tographers the viewer is unable to move beyond the image, death is visible. By presenting the
corpse the viewer is stopped from contemplating death on a more esoteric level. Silverthome’s
image is different, by giving the viewer a bird’s eye view of the cadaver, it is not immediate
ly apparent one is viewing a corpse. The viewer is removed from the presence of death. The
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time that elapses between initial exposure to the image and the realization that the subject is
dead, allows the viewer time to contemplate the emotions present outside of the image.
In this body of work, I photographed empty morgues in an attempt to explore the sub
ject of death. What makes my expression of death different to those of other contemporary
photographers is how I visualize death. I am not looking to express a tangible aspect of death.
I explore the emotions and sensations that inhabit the spaces occupied and reserved by death.
I attempt to visualize the emotive aspects of being in the presence of death through an
absence. I achieve this presence of death in my photographs with the removal of the natural
daylight present in the spaces I photograph. In my photographs there are no cadavers. The
absence of the cadaver allows I believe the further exploration of the images presented and of
the sensations that surround the work to speak. I present the viewer with a pause, not a full
stop. I do not prevent the viewer from further exploration or contemplation of death, but rather
I allow them the chance to go where they wish, to explore the dark recess’ of the images and
of ones imagination.
It could be argued that each of the discussed photographers present death through an
absence, but I feel that the emotive intangibility of death is overshadowed by the physical
presence of the cadaver. They all allude to death in certain visual devices; Serrano creates a
neutral background, one is not aware the cadaver is in a morgue. By displacing the cadaver,
perhaps he is attempting to displace the viewer. His subjects could be read as medical teach
ing aids, or constructed models. Witkin just by using the vanitas evokes a classical feeling to
his work. The placement of the body parts, juxtaposed with various fruits and objects. His
images present the viewer with a false sense of security. At first glance the viewer may see a
traditional still life, only on closer inspection do the actual components of the set up become
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apparent. Once this realization is reached one does not wish to continue to view the image.
Fox presents death through the physical absence of the internal organs of the subject.
The cadaver is a vessel, it is used to contain certain things, when it outlives its use it is dis
carded, cremated or buried. Over time even the physical remains become absent, firstly from
view and then from existence. In the final chapter, I will discuss my own work and of how I
use natural daylight to evoke the presence of death through the absence of natural daylight.
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Chapter 3: Ravens & Morgues
Muses are those gifted women who give their artistic followers the will to work, love
and experience. My muse is death, it has the ability to make me want to explore beneath the
cloaked figure, to find out what lies beneath the facade of the spaces I photograph. In the
exploration of the subject of death, forensic photography is relevant in relation to the docu
mentation of spaces where death is both present and absent. Within this chapter I will explore
my work in respect to the influence of Romantic literature. My need to photograph existing
spaces, in order to visualize imagined spaces. Also the emotive aspects of my work in relation
to the use of light to capture an absent presence of death. To discuss my position and work
within contemporary photography, I have to return to the mid 1800s to the beginnings of
forensic photography. The father of forensic photography Alphonse Bertillon, “developed a
standardized method of photographic identification, seeking to create definitive views of bod
ies of evidence uncontaminated by the personality of the photographer - so clear and direct
that its evidentary value would stand unchallenged” (Wood, 2000, p. 19). According to Henry
Morton Robinson (n.d.) in his book Science Verses Crime, (1936) Bertillon “was obliged to
set aside all aesthetic and fashionable considerations governing both the commercial camera
and the cabinet-portraitist of the period” and it is here that the “crime scene aesthetic was
bom” (In Wood, 2000, p. 19). Bertillon photographs the entire room, frequently the corpse
having been removed, existing only in the viewers imaginations.
Bertillon applied a technique to the “broader task of crime scene photography by
developing photographic stereometrique, which focused on the dead rather than the living”
(Wood, 2000, p. 19). The body was depicted in one of two ways. The first “the camera was
mounted on a nine-foot tripod and aimed directly down upon the corpus delecti, thereby
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attaining [an...] unbiased, all-encompassing” view (Wood, 2000, p. 19). The second view
attempted to bring the entire space into view in order to give an impression of the entire scene.
“Since the body is placed near the edge of the frame, the images often seem focused more on
the over-whelming hollowness of the room than the corpse sheltered therein” (Wood, 2000, p.
19). The beauty of these images is that,“ironically [the] vast emptiness - brought about by an
attempt to depict only the bare appearance of the surroundings - results in profound evocation
of death that few photographers could ever rival with an arsenal of device[s] and ingenious
visual technique[s]” (Wood, 2000, p. 20).
In the viewer’s case, “the scene of crime is a fertile site for fantasy - morbid, fetishistic, and obsessive” (Wollen, 1997, p. 24). One’s imagination can and does run wild when pre
sented with a space that one knows a violent act took place within. A body need not be pres
ent, and the space may no longer appear as it once did. It is the mere knowledge that some
thing morbid and macabre occurred there. This is evident in the work of British photographer
Nick Waplington (1965-). His work explores scenes of crime, reconstructed from real events,
he exemplifies the use of the presence and absence of a corpse. Waplington reinforces the aes
thetic of scene-of-crime photography, allowing the viewer to use their imagination, and only
revealing the punctum of the photograph at the last moment.
Forensic photography “has the uncanny effect of seeming to bring the dead back to
life, because photography necessarily freezes time, it effaces the boundary between life (activ
ity) and death (stasis)” (Wollen, 1997, p. 24-25). This derives from the Renaissance theory
that the stopping of light is the stopping of time, enforcing the idea of a death being present.
Photographing the spaces where death has occurred, a photographer repeats the act of death
in photographing the scene while reanimating it in the same instance. “Whether taken as crim-
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inal and medical evidence or as fodder for the newspaper presses, mortal images are earnest
and direct. They do not engage in game playing. They neither rely upon nor encourage intel
lectual response” (Wollen, 1997, p. 25). Death is an obvious presence, attained through an
absence of the corpse which is an obvious presence in contemporary death photography.
Bertillon set the stage for the documentation of scenes of crime, and their subsequent classi
fication as art. This is evidenced with the work of contemporary photographers Lucinda
Devlin (1947-) and Erich Hartmann (1922-1999), who remove the corpse from view, allow
ing the spaces they photograph speak for themselves.
Devlin and Hartmann’s photographic spaces are revealing some elements and yet
remaining hidden in the same instance. Devlin photographs places of execution, again the
corpse is removed. The viewer can interpret the photograph as the before or the after of the
event, there are no physical remains, only the photograph. The framing of the spaces is of
great importance, echoing the ability to keep a fragment from the viewer, there is more than
just what is visible. Hartmann’s images remove all the color that is present in the world, rein
forcing the death and destruction that occurred in his spaces.
Lucinda Devlin’s The Omega Suites (c.l990)focus’ upon execution chambers in the
United States. They are clean and clinical in their production, there is no hint of what occurs
there as they are devoid of a human presence. She allows the starkness and the saturated color
of the photographs to entice the viewer into an alternative horrific world. In the work of
Devlin “death is not personified as the grim reaper in his dark and sinister gothic guise” (Rose,
2000). They are photographs of contemporary execution spaces showing where “men rather
than nature selects the victims” (Rose, 2000). Her subject is the “technology of death” (Rose,
2000), the ways in which man dies. Society throws the switch, yet fails to see the rooms, the
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corpse left behind. The photographs of the rooms are presented albeit theatrically, saturated
with color, they are artistic and exquisite. She presents not a split second rendering of the
spaces but a block of time.
The image from The Omega Suites that is of interest to me, is Autopsy Room,
Diagnostic and Processing Center, Johnson, Georgia (1991) (Plate 15). It depicts an autopsy
table, from an unconventional view. The viewer is placed at the foot of the table, looking at
the comer of the room, the image is only a fraction of the whole. The table is white ceramic,
although hard to discern, I first thought it was a table covered with a sheet. What is startling
about this table is the purity of the color. There is no staining, no remains of those that have
crossed over its surface. This is devoid of memory, where as the grout between the tiles is not.
On examining the floor, one can see staining, the kind which is ingrained over time. The
square format of the photograph forces us to view the table. Its positioning of the viewer in
relation to the wall, makes us follow the wall trying to see what else is there. The viewer has
to use their imagination to fill in what seems to be missing. This is not a table where one can
move around the body as with other autopsy rooms. The table is going nowhere, it is bolted
to the floor. The buckets are ready to take away the detritus of life. The table nearly seems to
fade into the wall. The light is never changing, death here is present through the absence of
the corpse.
In contrast to the work of Devlin’s is Erich Hartmann’s series In the Camps (c.1994).
Hartmann photographed the concentration camps of Europe. The image I would like to dis
cuss further is Dissection table, vught concentration camp s hertogenbosch, Netherlands,
1994 (Plate 16). It is a different time and a different place, yet the haunting presence of death
is still evident. The presence of death here is timeless, it occurred many years ago yet lingers

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Plate 16
Erich Hartmann
Dissection table, vught concentration camp s
hertogenbosch, Netherlands (1994)
Black & White Photograph

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Muta Poesis

93

within the abandoned space. Hartmann’s photographs are black and white, he has removed all
color to emphasize the light present in the empty room. His images are barren of physical life
but not of an implied one. The stone table rests in the middle of the room, again as with
Devlin’s we are not allowed to see the rest of the room. Our focus is on the table, with the
light falling delicately across it, from the large windows positioned behind it. The dark shad
ows around the edges of the image reflect perhaps the physical presence of death. The imag
ination of the viewer comes to the fore, the blood dripping off the edges, it flowing spiraling
down the grooves cut in the top of the table. This image shows the absent presence of death
through the use of light and shadow, and in how the history of a space can be perceived by the
viewer.

Literary Death
From childhood’s hour I have not been
As others were - 1 have not seen
As others saw - 1 could not bring
My passions from a common spring.
Edgar Allan Poe Alone (c.1875)

In my exploration of the subject of death in photography, there has always been the
underlying presence of literature, predominantly the writers of Gothic and Romantic works.
With works by such authors and poets as Edgar Allan Poe, John Keats (1795-1821), Bram
Stoker (1847-1912), Lord Byron (1788-1824), Mary WoUstonecraft Shelley (1797-1851),
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822), and Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926). My love of litera-
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ture stems from my early childhood. My parents always bought me books, at first like any
child, it was collections of fairy tales. I used to get caught reading under the covers before I
slept, getting chastised and being told I would end up with bad eyesight. I thought it was a
small price to pay, to continue my adventures to far off places or being tangled up in myster
ies. My first primary school teacher believed that reading was an important gift in life.
Through her, I was able to encounter more diverse worlds and places of intrigue.
I can not remember the exact moment that I came to discover the works of Romantic
authors. I have always had an attraction to the classics of literature, but also to more horror
based writing. It was through this love of gothic influenced writing that I discovered many of
the poets I now refer to in my research and thinking. It was not until secondary school that my
love of Romantic writing was indulged. In English class I was exposed to many literary influ
ences but for the first time I began to see beyond the words on the page, and experience the
emotions evoked in the works of Poe, Keats and Shelley. I remembered reading Ozymandias
(Shelley, 1818) and beginning to feel the sand whipping across my face. It was also in school
I was first introduced to Shakespeare’s works, his poetry and plays. It is only now after all this
time that I will admit to being a Romantic, I have always shied away from it. I love the
Romantics for their expressive and emotive use of language. For the feelings and sensations
that are evoked within me, through reading. Reading the works, I can feel myself there, look
ing at the beauty of the “colossal wreck, boundless and bare” (Shelley, 1818, p. 191) standing
in the lone sands of time, and seeing the “season of mists and mellow fruitfulness”
(Keats, 1884, p. 297).
I am never without a book in my hands, I find comfort in reading. I can be sitting in
a crowded room and yet be present in a time long past. I believe that reading and literature is
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my way of escaping from the contemporary. I find the here and now, a time that has lost the
romance of the past. The ability of people to sit and contemplate the world, to just be, rather
than forcing it to conform. My father holds a fascination and curiosity with things that are
unconventional to others. I place my avid fascination with the macabre and gothic with my
father. I hence grew up exposed to the more weird and wonderful of life. I was exposed to
every genre of film, from westerns, science fiction to the blood and gore of horror films. I was
never censored in what I read, and was encouraged to read beyond my years. I read about
vampires and dead bodies while my peers were still wrapped up in the cute and cuddly of life.
I feel the exploratative and reflective aspects of my work would be lacking if not for my inter
est in literature. It is my interest not only in Romantic literature but literature in general that
has had a profound effect on how I view and question life. My fascination with morgues
comes in part from my father. Discussions around the dinner table were interesting and there
were many times my father wished he had been a mortuary assistant. I have never asked him
why he would want the job. Perhaps because we are both curious about certain things and
working in a morgue would be one. In my opinion, I think my father feels it would be dif
ferent job to have, allowing him to reflect upon and contemplate life and death at length. In
essence I grew up to question everything, to spend my time alone but never being lonely.

Ireland: Land of Saints and Scholars
7is the living you have to be afraid o f
Irish Proverb

Death is an inherent subject in my culture, it is worn into the very fabric of the land.
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Death and birth, one can not exist without the other, yet at times I see them one and the same.
The past is an important factor in who we are, and of course being Irish has its place in my
exploration of the subject of death. Our fame is garnered from our writers, Eire is the land of
saints and scholars. The written is the vehicle in which our history is kept alive. The voice of
Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) from Reading Goal, James Joyce (182-1941) traveling the city in
the guise of Bloom, and W.B. Yeats’ (1865-1839) undying love for Maude Gonne. Eire is
immortalized in the words of her children, the declarations of freedom, the resultant martyrs
of her calling. Our art has stood the test of time, the zoomorphic intricacies of illuminated
landscapes, the golden tores worn by the high kings. History keeps Eire alive and the river
gods ensure her continued protection. Death is a celebration for us, the dead are viewed and
toasted, remembered as they were. Funerals are both public and private affairs. The wake the
viewing for all those known, the grave the place of refuge for those left behind. The fact grave
yards, even on the hottest days of the year, by stepping beyond their gates one is plunged into
the icy coldness of death. A reminder one has entered his realm, you are in the world of
Charon. Calm, tranquil places, rarely visited only on the occasion of an anniversary. Another
year closer to our own demise, a Memento Mori. Caught between the twilight of the worlds
of birth and death.
I feel at home among the dead, not watched but observed, conversations spoken aloud,
yet answered with silence. A place of contemplation, of questioning ones own existence. I
converse with death, with a past. I live it walking in the city of my birth, ensconced among
the dead generations of history. Dublin is the black pool, where everything meets, joins to
travel on, the river gods guide the souls forward to seek their homes. The stories Anna Livia
(Joyce, Ulysses, 1922) could tell, the secrets held beneath her turbulent waves. I have stood
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among the graves of ordinary people made extraordinary by their words. I have curled up con
tented in the crypts of Dublin watched by those gone before me. I had to return home, for it
is there the presence of death is most absent, the spaces that exist where death is the occupant,
the crypts of Saint Patrick's and Christ Church. The graveyards, half hidden, visible if only
looked for. The mortuaries to the past.

Abattoirs & Morgues
Everything has its beauty but not everyone sees it.
Confucius (c.551-479 B.C.)

To fully see or experience something one has to go through it. It is not enough to
believe it one has to experience it. I can imagine death, its smell, experience, presence but
always from the Romantic point of view. I see the erotic in the horrific, the vampiric sensual
ity in the implications of the spaces. One has to keep in mind that I was brought up in an Irish
culture that maybe seen as a culture of death. It is a constant presence within my country’s
history, culture and religion. Many tales and stories exist about the midnight hours. The calls
of the banshee, signaling your end, or the coach and six traveling the roads to carry the dead
away. All the myths of the dead being as present in life as the living.
I photograph morgues firstly to see what they are like, what it is like to stand in a place
where the dead have existed yet are absent, in order to experience the intangibility of the emo
tions felt. I photograph them out of a need to experience something I only discover after the
event present in my work. Photographing morgues came about in my work from an experi
ence in an abattoir and having reached a point in my work where I was being forced to leave
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the studio. The work I was producing prior to this series dealt with the color red, its repre
sentational associations, but more predominantly signifying death. I was still very unsure of
what I was doing or trying to accomplish with my work. My Polaroid work was the result of
experimentation with my body, light, and the use of the camera. I achieved the coloring of the
photographs by placing my fingers over the flash of the camera, and then taking the shot. The
light traveling through my flesh, taking its color and it then trapping it within the Polaroids.
To achieve this, the photographs have to be taken in a dark room, and the flash of the
camera is reflected off the floor. Due to the positioning of the camera I can not physically look
through the viewfinder. All I can do is move the camera toward or away from the floor, the
intensity of the color reflective of this movement. This began my use of the camera in place
of my eyes and of failing to look through the lens. I continued to experiment looking for other
ways of capturing the visceral red coloring present in my images. The next stage was the pho
tographing of large sheets of white paper painted with various shades of Alizarin Crimson. I
used the same technique, a darkened space and a mix of my fingers over the flash, or a red
cellophane over the lens of the camera. I did not look through the viewfinder, again something
happening between the camera, the light and me. What it was I did not know but I began to
realize that for my work to be successful, I have to relinquish part of the control I have with
the medium. The Polaroids had the appearance of aerated blood, of turbulent skies, few saw
death. I was seeing subjects that have an intangible existence. The question of using actual
blood was raised. I had not used it before because I was afraid of it. I was in love with the idea
of using it but not physically exploring it.
I felt that it was time to start exploring the visual aesthetics of blood. I had an idea of
what it should be, a romantic notion. I found an abattoir and requested it. The first time I went
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to collect it was a strange affair. I was talking to the girl who worked in the abattoir. In the
conversation she stated, that it was a pity I had not been there to see the slaughter, for the
blood spiraled. I was taken aback, what an odd way to describe such a horrific act. The blood
spiraled, how or why I could not begin to understand, or visualize. I spent the next few weeks
trying to find out why this statement was so striking. Was it the flow of the blood? The arch
ing of it across the room hitting the wall? What was it that had struck such a cord with me? I
wrote about it, contemplated it, no closer to the meaning. I went back a second time and saw
the slaughter room. I was transfixed. I had never seen one before and yet I knew what it was,
I had no real idea of what occurred within the space. It was a matter of knowing, unknowing
what occurred there. I left wondering if I could photograph it. I tried several times, but was
stonewalled each step of the way. Even with all of this occurring around me I was stagnating.
My work was going no where, and I had to admit I was lost. I felt defeated by my quest to
explore death. My final studio visit was the turning point. I just announced that I had no idea
what I was doing, or what the work represented. I let the others have their say, see what they
saw. I was to attempt to push the Romantic vision aside. I needed to be brought into the real
world, kicking and screaming if necessary. I made the conscious decision that I was not inter
ested in documenting the dead, but the spaces I believe they exist within. I deal and explore
emotions, rather than a physical reality. In my opinion by presenting the corpse, the viewer
fails to look beyond the image presented, they stop, a visual death.
Our greatest fears are said to be held in the shadows of our minds, I believe they are
held in the light. On my first visit to a morgue, it was not the photographs that were a success
but the emotional effect it had on me. I spent the rest of the afternoon questioning my own
mortality and death. I did not want to forget the experience but to fully grasp it. That day was
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my Memento Mori. That day I believe, I spoke with death and walked away to live. I never
saw the photographs I took until later on. I did not want to see, I wanted to experience, to place
myself within the space of the morgues, a visitor to a world primarily hidden from view.

Morgue 1: Windsor, Canada
I photographed four morgues in total, one in Canada and three in Ireland. Due to
agreements with the respective institutions I am unable to give further details as to the precise
locations of the morgues photographed. In photographing the one in Canada, there was no
time to wonder or be nervous about the whole experience. It happened so fast. I got the call
to say I could go and photograph. I was shown to the morgue in the basement of the hospital.
The autopsy room door was set into the wall, large and clinical. Opened, once closed
I was locked in. Exiting, I relinquished my allowance to be there. The autopsy room was tiled
from floor to ceiling - two steel tables stood on my right. I was given the rules, it was all to
be anonymous, no names, no identity. I was thinking of the anonymity of Andres Serrano’s
The Morgue Series. I was left alone. I did not think, I unpacked, my only contact with the out
side world a phone call away. I photographed everything, the tables, the floor, the drains.
Conscious the jars I viewed, contained the fragmented remains of humans, and the crusted
blood stains I saw were real. I moved around the space, I was forbidden to touch anything. I
had to exist in the spaces between objects, moving, so as not to come into physical contact
with the residue of death. I crouched and stood on tip-toe, attempting to see something. I
moved the camera around, my eyes looking elsewhere. I kept taking images, moving between
cameras. The Polaroids exposing devoid of a viewer. The more I looked, the more things
seemed out of place, the hair clips on the table, blood encrusted objects, no idea as to their
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use. The needle and thread innocently sitting ready. The one unusual thing I found out of place
was the absence of smell, the space was devoid of any odor.
The lights were fluorescent, and I could not turn them out. I do not know what it would
have been like in the darkness. I never placed myself in the position of the cadaver, the cam
era became the corpse. The work was unsuccessful. There was nothing of what I was looking
for. I never really knew what it was, but felt that I would once I saw it. There was no mystery
to the photographs, the light illuminated too much, the presence of death had been driven out,
there was nowhere for it to remain and hide. I feel looking back at my life to this point I do
not truly know what I am searching for. I can guess, and contemplate, but perhaps I wish not
for the answer, the whole search is what is of importance. I have always been guided by an
intuition, I will know what it is, when I experience it. I had to return home to experience the
presence of death in the barren empty morgues. I found it not in my adoptive home but the
home of my soul, my country steeped in a history of ages.

Morgue 2: Dublin Morgue 1, Ireland
There are some qualities- some incorporate things,
That have a double life, which thus is made
A type o f twin entity which springs
From matter and light,
Edgar Allan Poe, Silence (c.1834)

The second hospital morgue I photographed was in Dublin. The morgue was closed
many years ago, the hospital building remains housing the elderly. The morgue had been
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stripped bare, a long time ago. My father dropped me off early in the morning. Security had
left the door open. The directions misled me, I wandered lost for a time. Finally I found the
door slightly ajar, teasing. I stepped up, aware of the sudden isolation. I pushed open the door,
unsure of what I would find, the morning light sliced across the tattered floor. My shadow fell
across the threshold, awaiting the invitation to enter, stepped in holding my breath. The shat
tered fluorescent lights crunched underfoot. I stood in the room, the remains of two cubicle's
visible, the drapes tom, long gone, hinting at what had been there. I stood, the door closed
silently behind me, no introductions, no explanations. The door of the autopsy room marked
with a sign reading private, no entry, the red letters jumped from the gray expanse of the door.
I pushed, it protested all the while. I crept in, afraid of what I would find. I stepped
through the gates, I entered the space of death. The room was small, the old ceramic slab dom
inated the room. The daylight dappled the floor while the trees cast strange mobile shadows
along the walls. I stood transfixed by the sight. No invitation forthcoming, I moved through
to the small ante-chamber. The silence was overpowering yet comforting, secure. I touched
nothing just moved through the spaces between the solid and the intangible. The room was
tiled from floor to ceiling, the counter bare except for the dust of an age, the small window
illuminated the space. The shadows played along the walls and floor. The table was once
white, discolored with time and use. A knife, a bread knife I thought, sat forgotten. A sheaf of
papers, closer I stepped, the records of those who have passed through the space. Name’s
unfamiliar, death the result of many things. Only this I touched, I spent time looking, explor
ing, trying to judge where I was. What occurred here, would I want to know, I never saw
myself upon the slab, Ophelia like.
The shower was musty, mildewed, the window home to the carcasses of flies. The
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radiographers gown misplaced and forgotten, reminding of life rather than death. I took the
camera and moved around, sometimes I looked through the viewfinder, at other times not. I
wished to see with my own eyes, the light moved as I did, its tendrils extended, explored just
as I did. I stepped into the shower, thought of how we try and wash death away, water the
cleansing agent, echoing the words of Rainer Maria Rilke, from Autumn Day (c.1907) “[...]
their hunched shadows writhed and twisted/in the mute patters as through a net/until the wash
ings came to an end [...]”. I stepped out, the coat rack barren except for the solitary gown, per
haps patiently awaiting the arrival of its wearer. I took the Polaroids and placed them upon the
table, slowly watched the space appear. I payed little attention to the views. I took the cam
era, stepped back into the autopsy room. The light bright and revealing, the leaves tapped the
window, the raven signaled it presence. I moved in silence, wondering what the cold table
would have be like against my naked back, me in the position of the dead. I felt a presence. I
got caught in the shadows on the wall, unseen at the time of taking. I stared at the table imag
ing the white tinged with the visceral.
I stayed only for a while, moving through the space, the August light followed me. I
did venture into the space beyond, the rooms devoid, forgotten. I found more death notices,
piled like corpses awaiting their medieval burial, to be removed at a later date, stored or for
gotten, who knows. I stood in the vacant space, the remains of life scattered about me. The
visitors room small, cramped, smelling of rancid water. The couch overturned, the cushions
tossed carelessly to the floor. I did not know where to look, my eyes strayed from the floor,
the broken glass, to the single white book, half hidden in the remaining debris. My time was
up I had to go, the light was attending to another curiosity.
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Morgue 3: Waterford, Ireland
The third morgue I visited was in Waterford. It was the most interesting visit, for the
experience of meeting the pathologist. He appeared to be late for a game of golf, not appar
ent, he had just finished an autopsy. It was quite and sunny that August day. My father and I
sat in the car, silent as always, a common thing between us. Even after all the time separate
from each other. I miss the country of my birth, the tranquility of it, being surrounded by the
open fields, the mountains, the winding roads, silent existence. Waterford is a city like Dublin
built by the Vikings and sustained by a turbulent history. The river Nore, flowing, its presence
felt in its size vast and fathomless, flowing to the sea, the river god rushing to greet his lover
Anna Livia. The day the pathologist was to meet us, a Sunday, a day of rest and reflection,
death’s day off. In Ireland there are no funerals on a Sunday. Death must await the dead.
Sitting, waiting for the allotted time in the afternoon, skimming the Sunday papers. I had to
wait. There had been a suicide the night before, the autopsy was that afternoon. Waiting, won
dering, finally I could go, we drove down to the morgue. A building set apart from the hospi
tal, new, yet aged. The pathologist came out dressed for a lazy Sunday, an open shirt, slacks,
his handshake, firm and friendly. I was invited in, a quick tour. I only wanted to see the autop
sy room.
I laid everything out on a gumey. Left alone, silence descended, I stepped in, the floor
slick with water. I entered a few moments after the autopsy's end, the water was still draining
away. Dominating the room were two large frosted glass windows, the room was fit up in the
afternoon sunlight. I switched off the lights, my tape recorder was in my hand, I broke the
silence, uttering a few words. I felt displaced and uncomfortable after a time. I turned it off
and let the conversation continue through my photographs. I saw shadows, reflections in the
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drying tables, the taps, the ceiling, me at times. The blackboard, listing organs, weights, one
catalogued as if a piece of choice beef. The instruments left carelessly on a counter top, the
thread, needles, the weighing scales. The sink was damp, tissue matting the drain, I did not
look too closely. I moved around the tables, looking, peering at the places where life drains
away. I did not touch anything, I was passing through, I wished to leave no record of my visit.
The photographs were the only record of my presence. I took images, I looked at them at
times. I was struck by the brightness of the room.
There was no smell, yet it was not long after a body had been dissected, and investi
gated. I had no restrictions. I could go and photograph what I wished. I was alone, I had very
little time, I hurried through my photographs paying little attention to the exposing Polaroids.
The light was beginning to fade a little, the shadows were beginning to creep in. They
announced my time to leave. I feared falling on the wet tiles, slipping. This was a working
morgue, yet it felt more empty than the abandoned hospital morgue in Dublin. There was no
human presence, no shoes, no aprons, this was clinical, devoid of emotion, practical. Dad
came in, I continued with my task. He did not see what I was doing as strange, it was an
opportunity for his curiosity to be sated. My eyes were drawn continuously back to the reflec
tions on the surface of the water, reminding me of mirrors, a sense of what is apparent and
hidden. I remembered my jeans were too long and they were going to get wet. A strange thing
to think of, when presented with mortality. I finished, packed everything away. The drive
home was as silent as the ride to the morgue. I saw the countryside flash past, blurring, a mix
of trees and sky. The journey home always seemed shorter.
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Morgue 4: Dublin Morgue 2, Ireland
The last morgue was the hardest to gain access to. My mother, all she could tell the
pathologist was that I was photographing morgues, Why? she had no idea. He was, I think
amused by this. I only ever spoke to him, I never met the man. His voice tranquil and reas
suring, belying his profession. It was arranged that on the days I could make it, I had to ring
before nine and speak to the mortuary technicians. Autopsies were always carried out in the
morning, the afternoons were free.
I called the first morning, yes I could come. I got ready, the phone call to say there was
a problem with the mornings autopsy, the State Pathologist had to come and finish it. I wait
ed, then called again, they were behind. I waited patiently, time running out before I had to
return back to Canada. The last possible day, it could be done. Dad dropped me off, the tech
nician greeted me, a friendly man. I got the grand tour of the most contemporary morgue in
the country. There were no restrictions, only I had to wear a gown, and hat. I felt out of place,
a camera in hand to dissect the rooms. I was told everything about the place. Why things were
as they were, I saw the chapel, the fridge, the covered trays, no corpses. I followed, thinking,
wondering, questioning. It was the first opportunity I had to question someone who worked
in the presence of death everyday. What was it like? It is a job, I leave it all behind at the end
o f the day. It does not make death any easier to cope with. It felt like the wrong answer, yet
there was no right answer.
I wandered around the morgue, fascinated by the space, the rooms. It was like a huge
old castle, twisting and turning. I was shown the gumey they used to move the dead from the
wards to the morgue. It was something that reminds me of a quote from Lady Macbeth “Look
like the innocent flower, but be the serpent underneath” (Shakespeare, c.1606) The gumey
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belies its true use, the appearance of life coating death, I was left alone to do what ever it was
I did. I took out my equipment, left it on a gumey, my feet unsure beneath me. The paper shoes
reminded me of the last morgue, the fear of slipping on the wet floor. I photographed the room
where the pathologists prepared themselves. The coat rack bursting with gowns, beneath, a
line of white rubber boots, standing to attention. I moved freely between this room and the
autopsy room. It was lit by daylight, it fell rich and visceral along the steel table tops. There
were rooms within rooms, I crouched, tip-toed up to doors, peeked through windows, studied
cabinets. Everything was clean, in its place. I again moved between the solid and the intangi
ble. I could touch the objects that existed within this space I chose not to. I did not want to
leave behind a trace of me. Only a memory of a visit, fading as time progresses.
I photographed everything, the tables, floor, sinks, I imagined the ladles being used to
serve soup. My reflection peered back at me from every surface. Color, what little there was,
screamed in the gray void. There were no records of who passed here, I could see no stains,
marks or memories. Everything appeared to be washed away. Shadows were present, timid,
the light had not faded that significantly. The silence was broken by the arrival of a patholo
gist. She, to answer any questions I had. The answers were never really what I was looking
for. I went back to what I was doing, freed of time and conventions. I stood watching, think
ing of what I was doing. I took the only photograph of myself, Dad was awkward holding the
camera. Me, I stood there as if I was the pathologist. In a way I was one, I dissected spaces
and photographs, my corpses intangible and tangible at the same instance. I was sad to leave,
it did not have a disrupting effect on me, but one of elation. A balance between the sleeping
world of the dead and the waking world of the living.
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Meaningful Reasons
There are two sorts o f beauty; one is the result o f instinct,
the other study. A combination o f the two, with the resulting
modifications, brings with it a very complicated richness...
Paul Gauguin (1868-1903)

I photograph in the attempt that something I am missing will be revealed. I am the
Romantic, hope springs eternal. Death is the obvious subject of choice, for it is the mainstay
of Romantic writing. The ability to keep or reveal something that is intangible, trapping shad
ows, fleeting glimpses. I have always preferred to photograph places and spaces free of peo
ple. I rarely do portraits of people and many of the images I take of spaces have no person
within them. By having a person within the image it for me emulates a snapshot to closely. I
want to find the soul of that which is at times inanimate, the architecture of the city or of
morgues. I allow them to give up their stories, free of interference. Even my presence is fleet
ing. I am not there, remembered only in a few minds, forgotten soon enough.
I photographed the morgues to place myself within a space in which I believe that
death is present and yet at the same time absent. I had never been in a morgue prior to this, I
have always wondered what they were like, yet fearful of being there. I am in love with the
idea of being in the spaces, believing that death is there, present alongside me. In essence, it
comes down to exploring death in an attempt to explain loss. I explore the subject of death
through a loss of light. For me it is akin to my earlier work with Polaroids, the light being
swallowed up by the camera. I did not look through the viewfinder of the camera, so I failed
to see this loss. I only get to experience it, reflective of the memory of time spent in the spaces.
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I see it second-hand, through my photographs. I witness death not in a personal way but existentionally through photographs.
In some instances my photographs could be objects of mourning not of a physical
death. The remembrance of the loss of light. Like Witkin, I photograph in the bright sunlight
of the day, it makes me less fearful of what is hidden in the shadows. I stand in spaces that I
know have been occupied by the dead at some point. It is reflective of the scene-of-crime pho
tography of Bertillon. The realization of fear and loss, through the knowledge that something
untoward has happened in the space. The light is reminiscent of Hartmann’s. The play of light
and shadow reflective of the presence of death through a visible absence. I photograph
morgues, vacant and empty. The only body present is mine, I am removed as the spaces are
viewed through a lens. One of my reasons for not including a corpse in my photographs is that
it has been explored by other photographers. The second reason is that the law in both Ireland
and Canada is something of a gray area when photographing the dead. I understand that it is
illegal to photograph a cadaver. Contemporary photographers get around this by doing the
work in another country or conducting it in secret. Witkin produces his photographs in
Mexico, Serrano conducts his in secret and Fox adheres to very strict rules in allowing her
access to cadavers. What is more important for me in my work is the implication of some
thing, trying to capture the intangibility of death. I am trying to make tangible, elements that
are of an intangible nature, emotions. One can experience emotions, yet one can not physi
cally hold on to them.
Through my photographs by using a combination of light and of vacant spaces. I cre
ate a loss, which in turn implies a presence of death. I use the natural light present in the
spaces, to call that which is hidden into view. I photograph in bright daylight only to see heavy
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shadows and darkness in the final images. I keep few personal photographs, relying more on
my memories and the emotive residues of my reading to evoke the presence of death and loss.
I feel at peace within the spaces, the same feelings I experience when reading, contemplative
and tranquil, drowning in the words of the Romantic age. Being in the morgues allow me to
experience a visual drowning, the images evoke sensations and feelings which overwhelm me.
It is experienced when I leave the spaces not while there. It is as if by being removed from the
source of the emotion it becomes more powerful. The photograph replaces the spaces, by
viewing them I once more place myself within the spaces. The photographs are the remains
of the existence of the evocation of the present absence of death. The photographs themselves
could be seen to be corpses, or the remains of my time spent within the spaces of the empty
morgues. The loss occurring in both the removal of light from the spaces and in my removal
from the spaces themselves. I only have the photographic shadows to remind me of what has
passed. They have become my objects of remembrance and mourning. They are like the work
of Bertillon, the removal of light and of me, evokes the presence that exists within the spaces.
I chose the five images I did for the Muta Poesis series, because they reflect most
strongly for me the intangibilities I am trying to experience through my work. The presence
of death is evoked through the loss of light. In the positioning of the autopsy table and of the
inanimate objects, they are present yet absent at once. The autopsy tables, heavily shadowed
obscuring what they really are. The boots, falling out of the frame, are they being removed or
replaced. The gown left by the window solitary, forgotten or returned to its resting place,
patiently waiting. Light is present within the photographs, fighting to remain, the shadows
overpowering, moving as if to engulf the creeping tendrils.
I consciously printed these images dark to enforce the loss that occurs in the photo-
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graphing of the space. The framing, again a removal of the space. These were 35mm nega
tives, which I cropped to attain the square format. The format echoes my earlier explorations.
I chose this format because it strengthens the images and helps to allow the dark shadows to
flow from one image into the next, carrying the viewer’s eye. In retaining the full frame I felt
they are too busy and the implication of loss and death is lessened. The choice of the sequence
is of importance in the reading of the images.
The first is the gown by the window, it is the implication of remembrance. The object
has been forgotten, yet it awaits patiently its owner. The heavy shadow in the image is sliced
open by the window. The penetration of the space and the illumination of the subject, akin to
the pathologists investigation of a cadaver before him (Plate 17).The second image shows the
ceramic slab, the line upon its surface evoking the flayed back of the corpse. The shadows
obscuring the floor, on closer inspection the half visible remains of the shroud of the cubical
spaces. Tom, ripped and forgotten by those who have long gone. The door ajar, opening as if
to allow the entrance of an unexpected visitor. The shadows that play along the wall, capture
me, a visible memory of my presence. I am intangible, yet my exploration and presence is
solidified by the camera. I did not see my capture when I was working, it was revealed at a
later stage (Plate 18).
The third image, the window sliced, only a fragment remains. The light traveling down
to reach out to the viewer, asking them to enter the space. The surface of the table pock
marked, the gaping void at its beginning, the remains of memory to be washed away. In view
ing this image the space is cloaked, it is not evident that it is a morgue. The texture of the table
and the shadows only evident in the photograph, invisible on the day. The intangible lines that
cross the table echoes the play of light. These shadows call to mind The Raven (c.1845) by
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Edgar Allan Poe, the shadows falling, slicing across the steel surface. They reveal themselves
only after the event, I become aware I failed to see everything when physically present there.
I find this image casts an ambiguity on the true nature of the subject. It is a table used for
draining, but of what. The forced angle of the subject pulls the viewer into the shadows, frag
ments of light give hints and glimpses of what is hidden there. The faint outline of the tap, too
dark to really make out, as if waking in the early hours of the morning, the indigo sky of night
being penetrated by the violent hues of dawn (Plate 19).
The final image of the boots, unsure if they are present or not. The framing of them
high to the left allows more of the floor to be visible, the residues of the past visible in the
present. I find the shadow that falls in the upper right comer and the bottom left are reminis
cent of the movement of mist on a winters morning. It is there, it can be seen, yet vanishes if
one attempts to capture and retain it. Elusive of containment, the camera its captor, the pho
tograph its prison. Together these photographs express the loss felt in the spaces where death
has existed and of the present absence of the living. The gown, once used forgotten, only I
know this. The boots in use every day, unknown unless one has physically been in the spaces.
The images in their size help them to stake a claim in ones space. They are present and will
not allow the viewer to forget the fact. One has the opportunity to look closer at the intangi
bilities being presented, yet removed due to the space between the glass and the print. This
echoes the removal of the viewer from the subject itself. Few people will enter a morgue and
be able to recount the experience, for many of its occupants have already left and are now
looking at what is within.
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Behind their lids their eyes have pivoted
and are gazing now at what’s within.
Rainer Maria Rilke Morgue (1906)

The images reflect the pages of a book, visually suggesting the romantic evocation of
the spaces. The visual being replaced by the words within the book of quotations. I chose the
quotations for their ability to evoke something of the experiences of death, photography, and
beauty. In my exploration of my work all are as present as the literary influences present in
my work. It is hand-bound to reflect the preciousness the Victorians had for their books, and
bound in a medieval tradition to retain elements of Romances origins. The book and its stand
are a total indulgence on my part, the decorative wrought iron work of the Victorian age, that
mirrors the elegance of the book. Simple, evocative and erotic, alluding to the sensual act of
turning the pages and reveling in the words entrapped upon the pages. Viewing the spaces that
were their influence, the visual representations of the intangible. The crow’s wings flanking
the viewer. The presence of an interpreted gravestone, the wings flank each other not the tra
ditional skull.
Muta Poesis; silent poetry. The silent spaces allow through photography the poetic
evocation of language. A language that allows the waking and sleeping worlds to coexist, the
few moments in which the intangible presence of death becomes tangible. Light has to relin
quish its hold, to let the hidden reveal itself, so as to secure the shadow ere the substance may
fade.

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

MutaPoesis

135

Conclusion: Carpe Diem
It is that Death, a new and hovering sun, will find
A way to bring to bloom the flowers o f their minds!
Charles Baudelaire The Death o f Artists (c.1861)

In short in my work there are no conclusions, just as there are no beginnings. I pho
tographed the spaces of the morgues in the hope of capturing a residue of something I believed
was or is still present. My photographs are reminiscent of the objects of mourning of the nine
teenth century. They are not mourning a loss, but welcoming it. The beginnings of death
imagery on an influential scale was of course with the Middle Ages. The Bubonic Plague
ensured a proliferation of death related imagery and iconography. Death was physically pres
ent and continually experienced by the populous of the time. In relation to the illumination of
the populous, light was granted a presence in the stained glass imagery of the period. There
the light traveling through the glass combines with the color, to fall rich and visceral upon the
church floor. I can see my Polaroid experimentation as a reflection of this. The stained glass
is replaced by my finger, the light by the camera flash, the color mine to release. The result
ant shadow, falling not on the floor but in the final image, the rich visceral color entrapped
within a medium governed by light.
In the High Renaissance, man became preoccupied with his continued immortaliza
tion, after one is no longer present. This took the form of death portraiture, man was shown
for the most part asleep, at repose. This feeling seems to be echoed also in the work of con
temporary photographer Rudolph Schafer. The shrouded bodies, calm and tranquil upon the
pathologists slab. The High Renaissance is the point at which photography could be said to
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have its birth, through the invention of the camera obscura and the use of optics to improve
the accurate depiction of nature. In the quest to capture nature man became the main subject
of the image. Wealth and property and the decline of religious conventions, along with the
exploration of Humanism, gave man the opportunity to record his existence. At first through
the medium of painting where the stopping of light became synonymous with the stopping of
time. The implication of death through the capture and retention of light, which is a present
absent intangibility. The use of the High Renaissance aesthetic of the quality of an entrapped
light can be seen with the work of Joel-Peter Witkin and Andres Serrano. Both drawing on
their catholic upbringing, the rich depiction of the luminance of the subjects of the High
Renaissance. They both share a classical sensibility. For Witkin, in the use of the vanitas and
still life, the death is epitomized. In Serrano’s case it is in the visible influences of religious
portraiture of the High Renaissance. The play and retention of the light that falls on the sub
jects clothes. Both express the later convention of realism, where the portrait is no longer sole
ly the person but of the whole scene. The subject and its position within the space, is just as
important as a whole image.
Jeffrey Silverthome’s work is in my opinion more influenced by the Romantics.
Through the presence and absences of fear. The viewers repulsion at having to view death, but
finding a sensual attraction in the presentation of the corpse. One experiencing the sublime,
in the realization one is no longer viewing a body but caressing a corpse. All of the afore
mentioned photographers evoke a past historical interpretation of death. In contrast is the
work of Sue Fox, with her Post- Mortem Series. She presents death that is a reflection of con
temporary society. The rich color is enticing, though there is a repulsion present in the pres
entation of the violated cadaver. The human body reduced to nothing more than a hollowed
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out shell. Life, exists yet is intangible, one can not keep it, retain it, it is fleeting, momentary
and transient.
Photography is the medium that can best attempt the retention of this transience. The
ability to retain the shadow. That is all one is, a shadow of something that one knows is there
yet can never physically grasp it. The presence in the photographs, the retention of light not
life. It is the reflection of the subject, projected onto the plate or film. Death is a presence that
is inherent in photography, through the loss of light. The Victorians in a fashion were able to
retain some of the essence of the person. Their use of the Daguerreotype sought to retain a
reflection, an emotive presence of the person being photographed. Every photograph in my
opinion is a Memento Mori.
For even a photograph that depicts the subject alive and well, at their death the photo
graph can be elevated to an object of mourning or remembrance. In the discussion of my work
it is not the use of the photograph as an object of mourning that is important but its use as an
object of remembrance. It is the photographs ability to evoke sensations that are forgotten, or
to evoke new ones free from the original experience. To the Victorians, the photograph was
the memory, it helped them to remember the deceased, to ensure a retention of a presence now
absent.
In my work I refer to two types of memory, the first deals with the experiences encoun
tered in the morgues themselves and of photographing the spaces. The other is the actual pro
duction of the photographic print, the moment of seeing what was not present in the actual
spaces. I remember and experience the spaces as they were, richly illuminated. They were
bright and revealing, the presence of death existing only in my imagination. The realities I
came to present in the real spaces, are not intangible. I could if I had so wished, reached out
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and touched the tables, the walls, the remains of those that had or do exist within the spaces.
I chose not to, seeing my presence as a future absence, only a remnant of memory, fading from
view over time. The photographs are the residues of the intangible existence's of memory. I
did not see the rich velvet black that encapsulates the spaces. The photographs evoke sensa
tions and feelings with me that are unconnected to the subject of the photographs. The pho
tograph now gives the viewer the entrance into the spaces they themselves can only imagine.
I do not have a corpse present within my images. I decided early on in my work to
focus solely on the spaces. Personally I experience more from being situated in a space alone,
rather that through the presence and remembrance of another person. The empty library, the
presence of wisdom exuding from the books that encompass the space. The quite tranquility
of a cathedral on a late summers day, watching the dust motes fall, dancing in the subtle
breezes. Alternatively reading in a busy cafe, the ebb and flow of people. I become lost, pres
ent in an alternative place removed from the space I physically exist within. In visualizing the
words upon the pages, my imagination removes me from the present. It is through a fascina
tion with the play of light in spaces that evokes the Romantic sensations within me. I can sit
transfixed by the play and exploration of light creeping along the steel surface of an autopsy
table.
It is for this reason I find the work of Lucinda Devlin and Erich Hartmann of interest.
They have also removed the corpse from their images. Focusing primarily on the spaces in
question. The power is in the image, the color of the subjects creating an ambiguity in the
viewer. Their work reminds me of a presence now very much absent. I have fallen in love with
an experience, the light allows my imagination the freedom to explore and visualize what I
see - through photography. Hartmann photographs in black and white, allowing the changing
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light to play across the gravestone like surface of the autopsy table. It is the visualization of
life and death, apparent through his use of light. The images are evocative, romantic and sen
sual. Yet, the subject when the realization hits the viewer as to the where and of what it is deal
ing with is striking. My photographs are like Devlin’s in that their natural beauty, and pres
ence over shadows the subject matter at first. For me, the use of light and shadow by Hartmann
echoes my own use of it to represent the presence of death through absence.
My photograph’s are the tangible evidence of my experiences both during and after
being present in the morgues. I do not feel that at first the subject will be apparent to the view
er. It is not seen but felt. The experience in all probability coming at another time and place,
brought to the fore by unrelated events. The door of experience is left ajar, it is up to the view
er to choose to enter. I have, and do continue to read extensively. Over the course of my
research I found numerous quotes that emulated in a way a fraction of the emotions I experi
enced of being in these spaces. I wanted to present these words as another entry point for the
viewer. To take with them a saying or quote that is of meaning to them. The words of Rilke,
Shakespeare or Dickinson, allowing the viewer to recollect and experience something that is
beyond their immediate existence. It is they that must allow their own imaginations to enter
the realm of the implied emotive spaces of my work. Not unlike dreams, a remaining fragment
of the past day, an entry point to another time or place, over shadowed in the quest to find
sleep.
Is Death the last sleep?
No, it is the last and final awakening.
Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832)
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